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Chapter | 


Author's Notes: 
Many thanks to my beta Augustinell! English isn't my native language, so she helps A LOT! 


The year 2858, 


From the early morning, this day promised to be downright ordinary. A scientific laboratory seems somewhat 
mysterious and exciting only when you're a kid, but now everything had turned into routine. | usually came to 
my small office and delved through all kinds of prehistoric shit. The only thing that saved me was my player 
and coffee..especially if you added a little bit of whiskey in it while nobody was watching. 


That wasn't to say that | didn't like my job. Not really. Because of it, | had access to all these old recordings. | 
mean really old! From the past millenium. It probably sounded crazy, but they really were recorded as far back 
as late 910s and ‘BOs! It was mind boggling how long ago that was! Nowadays, nobody recorded anything 
worthy.. nothing but electronic shit which made me sick to listen to. Still, half of our scientific laboratory was 
into such crap. They glared at me like | was an idiot when they found out what | listened to. In fact, it was a 


miracle that some pieces of information survived after the global clusterfuck that happened five hundred 
years ago. Way back in my school days, | was attracted to the history of the First Era For me, nothing 
interesting happened during the Second one - first they sorted out the “debris of civilization," then they built 
their own brand new one with blackjack and hookers. Or rather, nano blackjack and nano fucking hookers! It was 
a terribly refined world. 

Forget it, | just wasn't in the mood | guess. It was Monday after all. 


"Hey, James!" 


| turned and saw a guy with a curly black hair rushing towards me through the wide corridor suffused with a 
luminescent light. By the way, he was my ace buddy! One of few. 


"Hey! Why didn't you go to the bar last night?" | asked him with contrived severity, impersonating our boss. He 
always looks at you sideways, with his arms folded across his chest and his chin slightly raised. 


"Sorry, | lost my chip somewhere..couldr't call you. But | did want to! | swear." 

"Yeah, right." | chuckled in spite of myself. 

"Seriously! Next time we'll go there right after work I'll stand the damages!" He smiled, baring his crooked 
teeth. | believe it was the only defect in his appearance. The guy was pretty attractive. Chicks hang round his 
neck wherever he goes! Even his stupid lip bush doesn't scare them off! And to me it does look stupid. 

"Okay, Hammett, I'm sold!" | gave up, lifting my hands up. 

"What is it Bruce Bruce is gonna babble about, have you heard anything?" 

"Look, quit calling him like that, you know he hates it" Hammett screwed up his face. 

"You won't grass me up, will ya?" 

"Not mel Like you don't know WHO'S dreaming of driving you out of here,” Kirk meaningfully raised his 
eyebrows. 

Hannah and Jessica passed by us. Just look at those boo.. 

"Heyl" Kirk snapped his fingers before my face. "I said don't fuck with the red-head!" 

"Bitch please!" | rolled my eyes. "Menace my ass." 

Hammett shook his head, making it clear that he disapproves my carelessness. But soon enough Newsted came 


into view. He looked more focused and collected than usual. He already had some clipboards, document cases, 


and copies in his hands. Among all of us, he was the one who looked like a research scientist: his hair scraped 


back into a ponytail, and wearing old-style glasses made him look even more nerdy than he already was. 


"What's up, guys!" He wanted to shake our hands but the pile of papers attempted to fly apart, so he just 


gave us a short smile. 

"Hey, Nerdy!" 

"Hetfield!" he growled. "We're not in school anymore, so quit calling me names." 

"Wha? It isn't an insult! Its your biological particularity!" 

In fact, Jason is another good friend of mine. All in all, in my opinion, the three of us made up the only normal 
company in the whole "National Research Center of the Second Era's World" We hang out together after work, 
sometimes even listen to the music | dug up on some antique USB sticks or from the captured signal that 
comes from who-the-hell-knows-where. | was surprised they got into this shit! The coolest thing is that 
sometimes we even jam together! Of course the instruments now look a little bit different from what those 
tracks were recorded with. Anyway, | pick on Jason.well, kinda friendly. And my life would be really boring 
without these two jerks. 

Newsted sighed, noticing Kirk's grin, and decided to get down to business. 


"Dickinson said everyone needs to be in the conference hall in a half of an hour." 


"The fuck?" Now that's interesting. It's been a while since they gathered us together in there. "By ‘everyone! 


you mean..." 
"Well, all of us, of course, plus a score of other members," Jason explained patiently. 


“That's weird. it's not that often when they call me to the conferences. Especially, as the saying goes, in 


private," | chuckled. "Fuck, | was just about to do some work." 

"You mean watching some vintage porn of the early 2000s and tanking up with whiskey?" teased Kirk. 
"Dude!" Jason whistled. “Early 2000s, it isn't even vintage, it's..you're weird, man!" 

"Fuck off," | flipped them off. "As it happen, | work here too!" 

"Yep," Kirk agreed easily. 


"What? Which of you knows anything about dead languages?" | shot back. "Or maybe how the Internet 


originated? | bet you don't even know how to use a floppy dise!" 


"Okay, okay! You won!" Hammett laughed. "I don't even know what a floppy disc is!" 


“That's why they let many things you do go unpunished, James." Jason rearranged his glasses. "I've never met 


anyone who knew what the other languages are called, except The Global Five." 
"That's it! Back in the days, there were dozens of them, even hundreds. Go figure!" 


"Still don't understand how people communicated in those times." Hammett jostled his head. "I remember how 


fucking sick and tired | was learning The Global Five at school..well, the introduction to the other four." 


“Alright, enough babbling, guys." Newsted tried again to put in order the pile of documents which stubbornly 


careened to the side. "Some are already staring at us. Let's meet in my laboratory in five minutes." 
Okay, I'l go take a leak, then lIl join you," reported Hammett and headed in the direction of the toilet. 
"Now give me the half of your ‘Leaning Tower of Pisa’, | offered to Jason, pointing at the papers. 
"Tower of what?" he asked, obviously confused. 

"Nevermind.there was one. built askew," | explained simply. 


We walked down the corridors in the direction of Newsted's Holy of Holies! Hardly anyone ever came here 
besides us. Except for the committee from the Ministry of Research and Development. The Compliance With 
The Requirements Set Out By Code #5 Oversight Committee also drops by once a year. They come in, look at 
the reports and reagents and equipment and walk away. | guess Newsted was the only one who didn't give a 
damn about the check. He always kept things in order. But whenever they saw my lair..well, as soon as they 
started to dash something off on their tabs, the attendant immediately smooth talked them like | was the one 
and only, so they had to let me get away with it. And | stood there, smirking like yeah, it's all about me, l'm 
the man. Hah! By the way, one wall in the Hammetts laboratory was covered with all kinds of shit. Some 
posters, flyers.it was me who made all those copyplasts for him, and he was fucking happy! 


Meanwhile, we had come to the Gray Wing. There were more familiar faces here than in the main building. | 
hated the main building! People there were so nose-in-the-air, like they held the whole Universe in their hands. 
Well, in some way almost everything - like from archives to recent developments - do concentrate in our 
NRCOSEW. The line of oxygen cars was launched just a little while ago! Unfortunately, it wasn't our department 
that engaged with that, because we work only with living beings. 


eR 


There was a familiar, slightly acidic smell in Newsted's laboratory. We were used to it. It didn't seem so 
disgusting any more. | sat down at the table, putting my feet on the chair, and Jason finally crashed his 
burden on the shelf. Poor bastard, he was gonna have to sit with it late into the night. The door burst open 
right after us and Kirk flew in, panting. 


"Guys, | brought coffee!" 

"From the toilet?" 

"What an acumen, James!" Hammett quipped 
"Okay, okay! Thank youl" 


We all took our favorite seats. (Kirk always occupies the windowsill next to the safebox. Now the morning sun 


was illuminating his black curls from behind) 

"Spit it out, Jase, what is Bruce Bruce up to?" | rested my elbows in my knees, slightly bowing my back. 

"| don't really know." Jason was slowly stirring his coffee. "People say it's a matter of confidence." 

"Do you hear yourself? People say it's a matter of confidence." | rolled my eyes, but Kirk hushed me. 

'| didn't see it myself, but someone was transported in here last night.” 

"A mutant?" Hammett lit up. 

| guess so.but honestly | don't know," Newsted shrugged. 

| see. Gonna have to fuck our brains out," | muttered fatefully. 

‘Oh, come on! Maybe this time it's gonna be something really interesting!” 

Oh boy, | thought, look at Hammett - clapping his hands just like a kid, not a mutation expert. 

"You love studying all those fucking creeps, don't you?" 

"James!" He exclaimed reproachfully. "Don't call ‘em that!" 

Fine, but what are you expecting?" 

"Lately I've had to work on some unicellulars only. Well, there was a kid with a tail last year. But those were 
encountered far back in the First Era Just a vestigial structure, nothing really interesting. There weren't any 
mons.interesting cases over the last years. Unique, | mean" 


"Man, you're nuts." | had to dodge the plastic oxygen model thrown at me. 


"Woah, woah! Don't you destroy my office," started Jason. 


"Calm down, Nerdy, everything's under controll" | was in a really gleeful mood today. 
"Call me nerdy one more time and I." 


Our wrangle was interrupted by a formal voice projecting out of our bracelets. There was a voice diagram on 
the small screen which started to move intensively - "Office 5/1 level L-50 is calling. We ask you to be there 
at Il:25 am." The screen turned black and the line stopped dead. 


Fuck, | hate these bracelets! You can't even made the excuse that you didn't hear it," | grumbled. 
‘Isn't it interesting to you?" Newsted looked up surprisingly at me. 


"It is, actually," | scratched my chin, feeling harsh stubble. "They must have brought some whangdoodle in 


here, if they called up even me." 


eR 


A couple of elevator rides, a small rush through the "C" hall, and we were there. There were already about a 
dozen scientists standing before a heavy door. We had never even talked to some of them. They stared 
disparagingly up and down at our breathless trio. Especially Mustaine. As if we were guilty schoolboys and not 
their colleagues. Well, they can kiss our asses. Some colleagues! We just nodded coldly and waited in silence to 


be let in 

After 25 minutes, the doors opened and we walked into a huge, bright hall. Everything was so white that it 
almost blinded us. Matted wall panels were illuminated from beneath by lamps interspersed with windows. | felt 
like | was inside the dome of a huge lamp. Bruce Bruce was already sitting solemnly in a large chair at the 


center of the round table. Inscrutable, satisfied mug! 


When everyone took their seats, Dickinson pressed the button on the remote and the doors closed with a soft 


swish. 


"Good morning, colleagues!" He announced with a corporate type of smile, which gave way to another 


standardized phrase. "As you will appreciate, | urgently gathered you all together here for a good reason 
He paused meaningfully, crossing his fingers. 


"Last night an exemplar of the genetic experiment - that started in our Research Center about 26 years ago 


- was brought back to the laboratory." 


"Pfft, they dragged some glass-tube in again. | hate looking for information about this crap," | murmured into 
Kirk's ear. He nodded in disappointment. 


Our "Research Master" noticed that and gave an expressive cough, staring daggers at me. 


"| would like to emphasize, that this is non-public information So if you don't want to be expelled from the 
Center you better keep it within level ‘L'. You must register your signatures on the way out. So, mister River, 


show us the video, please." 


A dark-haired man stood up in the far corner and pressed some buttons on the dash panel. Windows began to 
close slowly, replaced by plasma displays. The obscured daylight gave way to the artificial light with a low buzz. 


In a few minutes, the video itself appeared. 

"Holy shit! Is that what you call exemplar?!" | couldn't help myself. 

"Who on earth let Hetfield in the meeting?" Dave curled his lips. 

"Bite me," | paid back. 

"Are you both aware of where you are?" Dickinson hissed. "If you won't shut up, I'll throw you out!" 

| had to bite my tongue because now | did want to know what was going on. | had been expecting to see an 
"exemplar," in other words, a test tube, or a little puddle on the glass, or a piece of some shit, but absolutely 
not what appeared on the screens. The video was streaming live via room surveillance cameras, it was filled 
with equipment and there was a table in the center covered with a glass dome. Hearing the sigh of surprise 


from every side, | understood that | was not the only one shocked at the sight of the man laying under that 


glass cover. 


Chapter 2 


Author's Notes: 
Many thanks to my beta Augustinell! English isn't my native language, so she helps A LOT! 


| couldn't say that the rest of the meeting was very informative. Dickinson did not fill us in on the matter, he 
merely arranged the visiting schedule of that mysterious room. There were various departments: the three 

guys to the left of me were engaged with secret data security, there was a group of specialists nearby from 
the technological department, and representatives from the scientific experiments department who were sitting 


right in front of me (by the way, Mustaine was one of them), as well as the three of us. 


Our "big head of science" explained that there was no point to go there all together, so we were going to look 
up at the "exemplar" in turns. And what a blessing! Our trio would be the first to go. Well, and two guys from 
data security. 


Once these things were announced, the meeting was over and everyone had to prop their bracelets against a 
special panel to affix the signature. | didn't know why, but we felt nervous excitement. | mean our dorky gang. 
It was the very first time when | was allowed to do something that secret. Jason couldn't get why the hell 
they even needed a chemist. And it seemed like Kirk was already turning over in mind what superpowers the 
one who was under the glass might have. 


This time we had to go a few levels down, so now we hurried on the escalator to the main hall of the Level P- 
IB, Dickinson was loping ahead. Cameras turned in his direction when he passed by, registering our every 
movement. They had such a high level of identification that they could even identify an individual from behind. 
About three hundred years ago, our colleagues would have died of envy. Curiously enough, that you could tell 
the security status judging by some rather obvious external features: first of all, the lower a level was 
located, the more mysterious it was, second, if the halls became smaller and the walls more gray, it meant 
you had gotten into a really secret place. We hadn't gone down that low before (well, Kirk was called up to the 


Level 0-45 a couple of times), and we had never seen such gloomy walls. They weren't fooling around. 


Finally we stopped in a tight corridor which bumped into another set of steel plated doors. There were yellow 
warning signs all over the place saying that you couldn't go inside even if you wanted to. Bruce approached a 
smooth flat-screen display embedded into the wall and punched a code only known to himself. Then he put his 
palm against it, and the system twitted cheerfully and flung open the door, offering us an open-armed 
welcome. | was already eager to get Dickinson out of my way and finally see it with my own eyes, but there 
was yet another "entry way". The boss concentrated on black matted surface of the monitor and a calm 


female voice came through speakers. 


"Hello. You are on the Level P-I8, department B2608, security status 4. By affixing your signature you agree to 


keep secret any information about content of the room 2 and remain fully responsible for its safety. If you're 


agree, please take your bracelet off into a signature mode and attach it to the red field” 


We did as we were told and the system thanked us politely with the same unemotional voice. As we got inside, 
Bruce stepped aside so as not to obstruct our view. The room appeared to be tiny but was stowed full of 
equipment and wires hanging down from the table and panels that looked like frozen cyber-waterfalls. You had 
to better mind your step if you didn't want to stumble against this heap of wires. 


"Is he alive?" A faltering voice piped up, breaking the silence. 
"OF course he's alive. He's just under the effect of certain medication," the boss answered stiffly. 


There was a guy in front of us laying under the glass dome. The only clothing he had was a few straps 
restricting his hands ard legs. Besides that, there were numerous tubes and wires leading to the body. Medical 
shit of various kinds like cannulas, detectors and all sorts of other crap | hadn't a knack for. The guy had 
urusually white skin. | had seen that kind of shade only in old chronicles. Now the sun was so active that 
everyone had gold shade of skin. Somebody had it more pale, others (like Hammett) were much darker, but | 
had never seen such a pure white. And his hair was shot with faded aged bronze, especially in the artificial 
light of the lamps. But that wasn't the most astonishing thing, though. | felt my jaw literally drop when | saw 
that his absolutely hairless body was inlaced with barely visible smooth aquamarine lines. They were twisted 
and curled at the ends except on his face, hands and feet, forming simple patterns. It looked more like tattoo of 
some tribes that existed during the First Era Those people were completely wild! | watched some old 
recordings that miraculously lived through the ages. And there were a lot of such tribes. Now one hardly 
could believe in it. Maybe this guy had something to do with them? It still didn't make much sense to me 
because, frankly, | didn't know how this could be possible. | doubted that even tiny little DNA fragments had 


survived for these type of experiments. 
"Is it.some kind of tattoo?" At last | found my tongue, still unable to stop examining that..human?... 


Jason was in no haste to come closer and Kirk was writing fast in his clipboard The other two were hovering 


near the operation panel reading out information into their holographers. 


"You have to find out," Dickinson answered half-heartedly. "Though we tend to believe that it isn't. There is 


information that these lines on his body can change color. It wasn't possible for us to find out. Until now." 


| came inches away and was gazing now into the face of this Snow White in his glass coffin. He was young, 
more likely younger than us, or maybe the same age. | couldn't examine his face properly because his lips 
were wrapped around a tube. It was fastened slovenly with a strip and one of the tube's ends disappeared in 
his mouth. | immediately noticed an artificial respirator standing in the corner that was pumping oxygen with a 


low puff sound into the lungs of the weird guy. 


"Why doesn't he breath himself?" | didn't know why, but while asking these questions | felt less and less like a 


scientist. Well, | had to admit that | rarely thought of myself as a scientist, but now it was even more weird.. 


"As | already said, we had to temporary slow down some of his vital processes. Our purpose in doing so was 
the unhampered transportation of the Exemplar to our Center." 


"Could you please fill us in about why exactly we're interested in this.Exemplar, Doctor Dickinson," Hammett 
spoke up, "despite the odd pigment?" 


Bruce took his time before answering. It seemed like he was having to think hard before responding as solemnly 


as possible. | impatiently waited for the answer anyway. 


"About 26, maybe 28 years ago, a small group of scientists worked in our laboratory. They were engaged with 


developments in the sphere of genetic modifications..." 
"But..they stalled as far back as 2135." Jason wedged in fumblingly. 


“Thanks for interrupting me, Mister Newsted," Dickinson said in an annoyed voice. "However I'll answer your 
question. Why do you think this matter has such a high level of privacy? You know, if the Center followed all 
the orders issued by the Ministry of Human Rights, the progress would stop. Only due to a series of secret 
experiments in our laboratories did we manage to develop certain medications and treatment modalities for 
many physical disabilities and psychological disorders. Now they are grateful to us, but if anybody knew what 
happened during that initial phase of development and experiments, they would shut off the air supply to us. 
That's why you're asked - as professionals - to not chatter about your work in every corner. There is too 
much at stake." 


There were many things on the tip of my tongue, but | decided not to interrupt him. What was the use of it? 
He would kick me out of the room, then suspend me, and separate us to different levels. In a nutshell, it would 


be one big headache. I'd rather bite my tongue at this point. 


"So, that group set up an experiment on emotional and physical resources of a human being. Our scientists 


managed to get a test prototype during some genetic modifications.” 
"What do you call ‘a test prototype'?" | asked. 


"A baby, Hetfield," he explained patiently as if | were a complete fool. "However, during the first months of his 
life, no evidence of deviations was observed. So one of the scientists decided to tamper with the facts, drafted 
a report that the experiment had failed, and then disappeared with his lover and the test prototype. For the 
last 26 years we have been searching actively for any trace of them. Last month we managed to get on the 
trail and bring back to the laboratory what justly belongs to it. We have only questions so far, and you will be 


the ones who will find answers." 
"In what type of environment was he?" Kirk asked, looking up from the clipboard. 


"Just an ordinary house." 


"He probably hardly ever came out.his skin is so white." Jason noticed that too. 


"I tend to believe that's true. They tried to hide him in every possible way. He wore heavily hooded clothing 


when we found him..." 


| nearly gave up listening to what Bruce Bruce was saying. It was obvious that he couldn't tell us any more 
details. Now everything passed into our hands. | crouched down near the table, right in front of the face of 
the mysterious guy. The weird thing was that | wasn't as tempted to stare at his "tattoos" as at his face. It 


was just so damn interesting to imagine how his voice might sound, if he could even talk, how he moved, and.. 


| shrank back when the guy suddenly opened his eyes and started to cough sharply. He couldn't understand 
where he was and what was going on. It was plain to see that he was trying to get rid of the tube running 
deep down his throat. He raised above the tabletop as far as the straps around his hands permitted. 


"Jaslin, look in the second room, please, the endotracheal tube needs to be removed." Dickinson said somewhere 


behind. 


It wasn't the last of the surprises, though. his light-blue patterns began to change color to coal-black, like 
someone invisible put ink through those lines. | heard Hammett's amused "woah" as he came closer. He 
immediately took his glasses out of his pocket and perched them on his nose, making a few shots and probably 


sending them instantly to his computer. 


“That's it!" Dickinson exclaimed almost in triumph. "That's what l'm talking about! The experiment hasn't failed, it 
just didn't receive any further research. Your aim, colleagues, is to find out on what this color change depends, 
the reason why it happens, and its influence. | am specifically referring to you, Hammett and Newsted. And you, 
Hetfield, have to try to come into contact with him. We couldn't understand a word during our..visit. We need 
as much information about body patterns as possible. We also have to know how he communicates, how 


intelligent he is, and things like that." 


Oh boy, this dude scared the shit out of me. According to his eyes, he was in quite a panic himself. | imagined 
what | would feel if | was in his place, and my heart felt heavy. Therefore | approached the glass again. 
Apparently the guy noticed me out of the corner of his eye and tried to turn his head in my direction as far 
as the tube permitted. A hoarse groan and another fit of coughing came immediately from his throat, the 
sound muted by the glass. His eyes caught me off guard. They were..green! | knew it was impossible, but they 
really were bright green! A plea for help could be read in his eyes, since he couldn't express it in any other 


way. | tried to draw something like a reassuring smile on my face and put my palm on the glass. 


Surprisingly the guy slightly calmed down and eyed me keenly with his huge green eyes. Now | got the feeling 
like he could see through my soul. His gaze was hypnotizing, magnetic, and even a little bit scary because of its 


depth. 


He blinked and | noticed how his fingers scratched the glass. Somehow | was sure that if it wasn't for the 
straps, he would put his palm against mine. | couldn't help but touch the glass where - on the other side of it 


- his palm was laying. He shifted his gaze down on our hands and back to my face. Right in front of my eyes 
the color of the lines began to change. It wasn't that black anymore, but rather dark blue. To tell the truth, | 
wasn't sure what that could mean.. 

"Oh! He changed it again!" Kirk exclaimed excitedly. 

Our brief and strange contact was interrupted when Jaslin burst into the room. 

"Come on, let us not disturb them. You already have seen everything you needed," announced Dickinson as he 
walked towards the exit. Passing by the panels, he turned to the other two specialists. | admit | had already 
forgotten about them. "Are you done, guys?" 

"Yeah, we can go now" They collected their gear and switched off the holographer. 

| didn't want to go. | had a feeling like | had begun to follow something, to penetrate into something.. 


Let's go, James," Newsted called, noticing my hesitation 


"See ya, dude," | said quietly, knowing that he likely couldn't hear me. Even if he could, he probably wouldn't 
understand me. 


| walked away with a heavy feeling in my chest. Something bugged me, something itched at me from the inside 


and haunted me. | bet this case would lead us into trouble. 


Chapter 3 


Author's Notes: 
Many thanks to my beta Augustinell! English isn't my native language, so she helps A LOT! 


We were sitting in the Jason's office again, trying to process the information we got. Bruce announced in 
conclusion that tomorrow, as soon as everyone had taken a look at the Exemplar, he would call up our small 


concilium to make a decision on what to do next. 
"Honestly | didn't get how exactly | have to ‘come into contact with him, if he's laying in that fucking thing.” 
Something inside of me gave birth to annoyance. | couldn't tell myself why | felt so uncomfortable. | would 


prefer they dragged a mummy from 2006 in here than this inwrought-one. 


"Well, you'll be able to ask about it tomorrow in the meeting," Kirk offered nonchalantly, swinging his left leg 
that was hanging down the windowsill. "And anyway, isn’t it cool?" 


"Cool how?" 

"What do you mean ‘how'?" Hammett was looking at me almost in disbelief like | was the only one who couldn't 
dig how cool it was for everybody else. Well it was kinda true. "That is a really unique case! He has lines on his 
body that change colors! The only similar thing I've seen was in those..what did you call these thin books with 

static illustrations? Something related to the space..or cosmic..cosm..cosm.." 

"A comic book?" | offered. 


"Right!" our young mutation expert beamed. "We have an interesting job for once!" 


"At least Dickinson told you what to do. | personally don't get why I'm needed in this case." Jason jumped into 
the conversation as he looked up from filing the documents. 


"| guess you're gonna have to define the chemical structure of the substance responsible for the pigment: 


Kirk suggested animatedly. 

"Hammett, your enthusiasm is practically shining like a rainbow right out of your ass." | rolled my eyes. 

He decided to pass the harshness off. "And why are you so gloomy?" 

"| don't know." | shrugged and shifted my gaze to the window, burying hands in the pockets of my white pants. 


"Why did they shove him into that damn thing? Couldn't they somehow.| don't know, come up with something 


else?" 


"Oh, there you are." Hammett brightened. He climbed down from his seat and came over to me, putting his 
hand on my shoulder. "It's your first experience working with a live experimental subject and you don't know 


how to deal with it, do you?" 


| hated Kirk for his shrewdness. | really hadn't had a chance to participate in experiments and research 
involving humans. | didn't know for sure if he even was a human, but | couldn't not think about it. Anyway, it 


was kinda fucked up and wrong. | shrugged off my friend's hand. 

"| can't work when.when the work looks at me and moves," | snapped. 

"Don't look it in the eyes, just focus on your task. You're a professional, aren't you?" he reasoned. 
"You..you can't be like that, man" | shook my head. 


"Like what, James? Horses for courses, you know? Health workers cure, we research." It seemed like he really 
didn't see any problem. Jason watched us silently, glancing more often above his glasses. Now | felt even less 
comfortable. They didn't understand what was wrong. "Look, you wouldn't blame a surgeon because he cuts 


people, right?" 
"It's different." | sighed. "He helps, and in this case it's kinda..." 


"But we make useful developments too. They are just progressive and it means that we have to do everything 
for the first time, before all the rest.we have to experiment. Moreover why does it bother you so much? No 
one is saying that he will be killed or something. For now everything is humane enough. And 
furthermore..James, how do you know that he isn't dangerous? Isn't aggressive?" 


"Aggressive?" | chuckled skeptically. "You should've seen his face, man.he.he was scared, there wasn't even a 


hint of aggression" 


"Now listen to me carefully, James," Hammett became very serious, staring right into my eyes. "Don't you 
dare switch on these feelings. Once you began to sympathize with an experimental subject, you will never finish 
the experiment. You'll only get into such a trouble so you gonna start to feel sorry for yourself. Have you 
heard of the scientist named Fred Malcolm?" 


"The one who caused the revolution in 2813?" Newsted asked. 
"Yes, him. Did they listen to him? - No. Where did he spend the rest of his life? - That's right, on the island 
of Split Bay. And only ten years later, after his death, did those experiments surface and the true facts were 


found out. The poor guy was declared not guilty posthumously.’ 


"You're trying to say he wasn't right?" | already regretted myself starting this conversation | didn't want to 
find out something like that about my friends. 


"Hey! Don't make a senseless brute out of me!" Kirk cut in roughly. "Certainly he was right! He has been one of 
my heroes since | read about him. But back in those days, some really nasty experiments were carried on 
normal human beings that led to permanent consequences or even fatalities. It was horrible! This situation is 
completely different. First of all, he is originally from the laboratory..don't interrupt me! Second, nobody has 
any intention to kill him. Third, these experiments need to be done for something, it can help people!" 

"Okay, maybe you're right." | exhaled, staring at my boot's tips. "We'll see." 

"Do you promise not to get into a mess?" Hammett asked worriedly. 

"You're not my mom." | waved him off. 


‘Im serious, Hetfield" He grabbed my upper arm. 


"Okay, okay, dammit! Fuck off." | freed myself from his grip and walked towards the window. "I doubt it has to 
be done that way, but I'm not a pussy, okay?" 


"Great" 
"Are you happy now?" 

Yep" 

"Fine. 

"Hey, guys, les go to ‘The Fifth World: tonight?" Newsted decided to take the heat off 
"im inl" Kirk joined. "James?" 

"Me too" | pushed off the windowsill and turned to them. "IHs on you as you promised" 


"One day I'll have so much money and clout that I'll be able to get an amnestick!” Hammett grumbled jokingly. 
"Now | could just push the button and you wouldn't remember anything about that!" 


"No way! Let them stay in the World Security Service!" Jason noted emphatically. He was sending everything he 
had been filing during the last two hours using a box that looked more like a microwave oven, except that the 
documents would disappear out of it in a couple of minutes and get to the addressee instead of heating up. 
"And anyway, we talk too much. We have to present a report tomorrow and you haven't even started to think 


about what you're gonna do." 


"Jay's right. | have much more work with the report, unlike any of youl" Kirk hurried to collect his stuff. "See 
ya in the club at eight." 


With that, he ran away. We could still hear the scamper of his feet as the door closed behind him. 
"And what you gonna do, James?" Newsted looked at me attentively. 


"Well," | paused to think, rubbing my moustache with my index finger. "Ill start digging in the chronicles to find 
similar symbols. Then I'll dig through the archives of our Center to see if anything remains..at least some 
notes about earlier experiments. There could be answers to all the questions about nature of those 
inwroughts... 


"Send it to me too if you'll find ‘em. I'll try to find something about the substance which provides this effect. | 


don't want to waste my time either doing useless jobs in the laboratory.” 


"Alright then. Anyway, | need to just be there during the experiments from time to time in case he suddenly 
starts to talk or makes some sounds. Maybe I'll even be able to talk to him somehow. At least to identify 
which kind of communication he uses, and if its a language, then which one. Since our ‘penetration team’ didn't 
understand him, it means it wasn't one of the Global Five." 


"Feels like there will be a pile of work waiting for us," Newsted said helplessly. 


eR 


| didn't notice myself that | stayed very late, ferreting through endless amount of files on the computer which 
rather reminded me of a black hole. (000 terabytes were quite a few after alll Shit, my eyes were aching.| 
tipped back in my armchair and pulled away from the table, rubbing the bridge of my nose. That was it, time 
to wrap. All those pics, texts, and other shit already flickered in my eyes. | glanced around my computer, the 
space nearby covered with thin projections of the holograms glowing in the dark A mountains of papers were 
trailing everywhere..that was enough. | decided to pack up for the day. To tell the truth, the conversation with 
Kirk had gotten stuck in my head. And the more | thought about it, the more | came to the conclusion that he 
was actually right. | didn't know what happened to me. For now everything was fine, and what gave me an idea 
that he was a "good guy", anyway? There were many things for us to know about him. We would sort it out 


later. 


| patted the tabletop with my palm and stood up. Finally | slipped off my uniform (white T-shirt and pants of 
the same color) and put on my own clothes: a pair of good old-fashioned jeans and a T-shirt with Diamond 
Head. | made it myself. | found two pictures about two months ago, it was probably a cover of the 1982 album, 
and so.| had had quite a job with it, though no one had the same. Well, actually, no one needed it anyway. It 


was sad, but it was what it was. 


When | closed the door of the office behind me, the best part of the Center sank into comfy semi-darkness. 
And | had to go to the Entertainment District. Sometimes | hate the modern infrastructure of the cities. Yeah, 
back in the days there was a complete chaos, no infrastructure at all, but on the other hand you could choose 


the closest bar to you. Now everything was divided strictly according to the districts. So all the city's 


entertainment was half an hour away from the Research and Development District. The good thing was that it 


wasn't so far from home. Indeed, every cloud had a silver lining. 

The club welcomed me with a thunder of low frequencies and a cheery crowd. | immediately spotted Kirk and 
Jason at the bar counter. | sat down next to them and the night rolled along more pleasantly. We drank, 
chatted about some nonsense, and tried to relax in every possible way. At first | was doing well. Then we 


ordered absinthe and once | glanced at my shot, all my thoughts flowed in the totally opposite direction. 


"Guess what, his eyes have the same color.." My tongue faltered before my thoughts had a chance to filter 
what | should or shouldn't say. 


"Who?" Jason was already higher than a kite too. 
"The dude under glass." Now | had to go on. 


"There you go." Hammett pulled a face. "You mustn't talk about work when you rest..wait a minute, what did 


you say?" 
"That he has the same color eyes." | repeated patiently, pointing at the drink. 


"What a shame, Hetfield. You have to know that green eyes don't exist." He rolled his eyes and drank his shot in 


one breath. 


"Fuck, but they're really green! | know as well as you do that the last green-eyed man was born about 450 


years ago." 


"Hmm." It seemed like my friend noticed that | was one hundred percent positive about it. "I should check out 


the eyes of our Inwrought-one tomorrow." 


For the rest of the night | was haunted by those green eyes. Alcohol melted the wreckage of reality in my 
head, making me dream of his big absinthe-colored eyes. Because of that, when | flopped down on the bed 
without even stripping my clothes off, | couldn't rid myself of the obsession The face with green eyes turned 
to me over and over again, pleading with me about something. 


Never again any absinthe. Never. 
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In the morning, as usual, | hated myself, and absinthe, and other alcoholic products..fuck, we were living in the 
twenty-ninth century, wasn't it possible to come up with something more effective against hangover than 

alcohol-free wine and beer? That was exactly what had to be dore in the laboratory. Sure enough, | pilled out 
to be able to exist somehow and began to pack myself up for work. | almost forgot about my uniform, thanks 


to my home robot Vicky-6 who blinked at me with its huge eye-display and reminded: 


"James, your uniform is still in the steam wardrobe. Will you take it or shall | delay the task and remind you 


later?" 


Where would | be without her? | approached Vicky, patted her globe case right where the sensing device was, 


and the screen showed me a picture with heart. 


"Open the wardrobe, Vicky." | said it as clearly as | could. In the same moment the steam wardrobe opened, 
switching on the backlight and moved a clothes hanger with my clean uniform forward. "Thank you!" 


"Have a nice day, James!" The robot said with a funny female voice and showed me a picture with shining sun 
The system didn't understand that the sun was the very last thing you wanted to see if you had been drinking 
all night long. Well, what could you expect from it? It was about time, probably, to start dating a girl. Some 
fixed relationships, not for a night. On the other hand, once | imagined that | wouldn't be able to stay alone with 
myself anymore and I'd have to be distinctly different, like wholesome and nice all the way, the desire 
immediately disappeared. | was a loner after all. At least for now. 


| tucked my uniform into the bag and rushed to the metro. My car was in the service center. Who knew, 
maybe if we worked good and proper on the experiment, Bruce Bruce would do us proud and pay us a premium 
so | could finally scratch up enough money to buy an oxymobile. Though it cost a lot more now (it was a 
specialty after all), if you kept your eye on the big picture - it was pure economy! Tanking it with oxygen was 
a lot more cost-efficient than using an eco-fuel. Even more so, oxymobiles were really beautifull They roared 


so powerfully that it gave you a thrill! True sporting temper! 


Sinking into my dreams, | didn't notice when | approached the crossing. In a few seconds a bluish force shield 
appeared on both sides and cars stopped waiting for pedestrians to pass through this security corridor. Some 
moron rammed into the luminous wall, bending it slightly right near my legs. | sprang back, knowing though that 
it couldn't really bump into me. | gave a baleful look and gave a finger to the driver. The driver's licenses of 


dickheads like him should be erased from their multicards. 


After forty minutes hanging in the metro, | was finally near the Center's entrance. People in the hall, 
escalators, and travelators were already bustling back and forth. Everything was in motion and turmoil. 
Everyone had such gloomy faces like | was not the only one who had been drinking last night. As soon as | 
activated my bracelet, the voice diagram appeared: "Office 5/I level L-50 is calling. We ask you to be there at 
:00 pm and draft a report" | snorted skeptically. What reports could | draft? Some wild people lived a zillion 
years ago and painted themselves in a similar way. But it was either chemical or natural inks that couldn't 
change color but rather lost color over time. It was a completely different thing. Everything else | would find 


out only after experiments would begin In short, | would show up without a proper report again 


| clicked my bracelet and chose a voice group "Kirk, Jason (Nerdy)" in the enabled thin projection. Jason was 
the first to answer, now | could see the wardrobe in the end of my office through his face. Then Kirk joined in 


They looked not a wit better. 
"Hey guys," | croaked. 
"Hey," they replied discordantly. 


‘I'm afraid I'll see you guys only at the boss's office. I'm running out of time with my report: Kirk obviously 
looked worked up. Even though he answered my call he was still going through his papers, so the projection 
showed me now the wall, then the ceiling, then some document cases. 


"Stop moving your hand around or l'm gonna puke!" | moaned. The picture stabilized immediately, showing me 


Hammetts irritated face. | decided to switch to Jason "Have you heard anything from the level P-I8?" 


"Well." Jason hesitated, sighing. "Everyone tries not to gabble about that case..it figures! But it seems like that 


guy was carried somewhere from the second room." 


"More likely to the scientific experiments department," Kirk added. "They want to start the research as soon 


as possible, now that there's such a time pressure in making the reports." 
‘lm interested in it myself." Newsted nipped coffee. 


“Alright, guys, | really have to go now! See ya at onel" At that the panel with Hammett shut down and was 


replaced with Jason's bigger panel. 
"You know, me too..see you, James!" 


And | was left in silence. There were still three hours of spare time. Well, | could try to pull some album of 
the late 80s out of the twencent. If only I'd manage to convert the signal right, then I'd open the old music 
portal | didn't even dream of! | needed only not to forget to change into my uniform that still was tumbled in 
the bag on the chair. | have to admit that | still wasn't used to seeing myself in a white laboratory rig-out 
with my hair scraped back into a ponytail. When | was a kid | didn't like "people in white," maybe because my 
mother always tried to dispense with them. She believed that the progress meant trouble. She was sure that 


the science was the way to a human's destruction. And it ended up vice versa. To die from such a trivial 
illness as cancer..fuck, it was so ludicrous! Just a week in the Medical Center across the road from here, and 
she would be alive. Well, | was just a small kid and | didn't find a way to talk her round. And even if | had taken 
slightly different road, | was still a scientist now. | was art and part in development against the new virus. It 
turned out that the vaccine had already been created in the twenty first century, but if only anybody knew 
how | fagged away to get this information and decipher various text pieces from different dead languages. So | 
wasn't that useless here! | didn't just listen to music and watch porn like Kirk said. 


So if it wasn't for the reminder | would be sitting there with my headphones on! However, when the bracelet 
started to vibrate on my wrist, | had to wrap in a hurry, grabbing my pad and a couple of copyplasts with 
images (they had more clear color rendering and you could rotate the picture in 3D). | caught an unambiguous 
glance from Hannah on my way to the meeting. One day | heard in the dining hall how she said to her girlfriend 
that she had been dreaming to grip my ass. | almost choked on my coffee when | heard that! So her hungry 
glances in my direction made much more sense to me now. Had to invite her to dinner..or to a club. I'd let her 
to grip me wherever she wanted to! So | gave her a wink and shot a grin. If only you could see her face at 


that moment! Damn it was funny, | already could imagine what they were gonna discuss with Vanessa. 


Surprisingly, Kirk was almost the first one there. He probably wanted to be too wary and finished his work 
earlier than expected. But once people started to huddle together near the hall, we didn't talk to each other. 
For some reason none of us wanted really to talk. We just felt comfortable in our company. It'd suck to be 
alone in that terrarium. The doors, just like yesterday, swished to the sides and let us in Everyone already 


knew their place, so we all sat almost simultaneously. Dickinson welcomed us briefly and began sitting down the 


table: 


"So, it isn't necessary to listen to the reports from The Secret Data Security Department. You will present it 


to me in a written form, Professor Kilmister.." 


"Aww shit!" rasped Lemmy. Fuck, | loved this man! He was the only adequate man among all those big bugs. 
"Why are we in the meeting then?" 


"lIl trouble you to hold your tongue, Professor!" Dickinson said tightly. "We are going to discuss a general plan 
of work regarding the whole experiment, and due to that, attendance is obligatory for each and all. This time 
we have to involve a huge group of participants, and moreover they all are from different departments and 


levels. It is your job to provide data security." 
"I know my job, Doc," Kilmister said, bored. It felt like Dickinson obviously wasn't an authority for him. 


"Glad to hear it" He smiled stiffly. "Well, back to our matter. Now Mr. Hammett, Mr. Hetfield, and Mr. Newsted 
will present us their reports and ideas concerning our further actions. | have a favour to ask of the 
technological department to estimate which rooms and laboratories are needed to be utilized and what 
difficulties with equipment can come out of it in general. To be more accurate, there cannot be any difficulties, 
and the most important thing is to prepare everything as soon as possible. And while listening to the reports, 


the scientific experiments department has to come up with the suggestions on certain experiments. Did | make 


myself clear?" 


Everyone nodded, some mumbled under breath an inanimate "mhm" and sat at the ready equipping themselves 


with clipboards and pens. 
"Great. Mr. Newsted, let's start with you. Suggestions?" Bruce put out hand in his direction 
Jason instantly put himself together, cleared his throat and began: 


"To complete the picture which we'll get once all the experiments are done - Mr. Hammett will tell you about 
them later," he glanced at Kirk. "| need a blood sample, both out of the vein and from under the pigment itself. 
| want to compare to see if there's any difference and just find out how much those skin areas are provided 
with blood vessels. If possible we should check whether the lines are a pigment on the epidermis surface or if 


they go through more deep tissue layers or even muscles. 
"Have you finished?" Bruce Bruce asked when Newsted fumbled for a second. 


"Umm, no. also need an exemplar of the pigmented areas for a chemical test. Or if they are supplied with 
some kind of fluid - which is more likely than not - | need a probe of that as well. Certainly it'll be reasonable 
to do a lumbar puncture..but | think that more of interest to Mr. Hammett. Well, in this case we'll have more 
close collaboration, so our research will intersect on several occasions. That's all" Jason sat as if he exhaled 


the tension. 

Maybe | didn't get something, but what did they want to do? Cut him to pieces or what? | was just wondering. 
"Mr. Hetfield?" Dickinson's cold voice woke me from my musing. 

"Ah..yeah." | stood up, playing with my pen in my fingers, when suddenly the lid popped out of it and flew at 
Broderick, who gave a start of surprise. | rolled out the copyplasts with the images of antique tribes. "So, in 
brief, similar patterns have already occurred in history, but only as a tattoo. There's no mention of any such 
congenital pigment. | need to find out what language he uses if it is even a actual language and not some, let's 


say, interjections. Maybe he even can understand us, and then we can try to negotiate.." 


"We don't ‘negotiate’ with experimental subjects, Hetfield," Bruce Bruce interrupted me, striking his favorite 


pose - with his arms folded across his chest and a side glance. 


"| mean find something out or talk to him, then!" He pissed me off so much! "And uh..!'ll also try to define at 


least his approximate intelligence level." 
"What do you need to do that?" Everyone gazed at me. 


"Basically | just need to attend the experiments and be able to be unstintingly - " | marked this word with a 


glance in direction of the scientific experiments department. " - in contact with..the experimental subject." 


"| see. You can sit down. Mr. Hammett?" 


Kirk came to the technician and asked him to insert a card into the projector. An opening slide immediately 


appeared on the displays. He amazed me! Somehow he made everything in time! 


"Ahem..so..1 propose to divide the research into two main phases: physical and psychoemotional. It Il help us to 
identify what affects the color change and which factors are responsible for that.” 


A relevant table appeared on the displays. 


"Umm." He went through his notes, looking for the necessary mark. Wow! | could remember him in such a 
nervous excitement only before he had to defend his graduation thesis and when he was charged to study his 
first mutant. "Here it is..Among the physical impacts, | consider it necessary to research such factors as 
sensitivity to cold and heat, exercise stress, pleasant touch, pain and..maybe something else, but that's enough 


for now." 
"I see." Dickinson touched his chin pensively with his finder. "Go on" 


"In terms of the emotional aspects..it certainly has a lot to do with the physical ones, and because of that 
some results may coincide. Of course some methods will provoke only physical or only psychoemotional factors. 
Due to that we need to find out how the Exemplar shows his emotions, affects, passions." 


"Those are pretty vague indications. There could be more than dozen various subparagraphs in every 
paragraph you've listed. Make your points more concrete," said Ellefson from the experiments department. "We 
need to have at least an approximate idea of what kind of experiments we should set and what instructions we 


should give to the technological department." 


"Hmm..By feelings and emotions, | mean three main types: positive, neutral and negative ones. Surely each of 


the paragraphs - as you've rightly noted - has many subtleties es which we're unlikely to provoke clinically. 


| pricked up my ears on that. | wanted to get an idea of what was going to happen in our Center in the near 


future. It felt like there would never be a dull moment. 

“Among the positive ones that could easily be checked: pleasure, trust, affection, gratitude, relief, safety.” 
Psht, if | were in his shoes, like hell would | feel gratitude and safety! | had no idea how they were going to 
make this happen. The main thing now was to keep my skepticism to myself, since Kirk was already nervous 


enough. 


“Among the neutral ones: astonishment and indifference. Among the negative are desperation, anxiety, fear, 


sympathy, anger, dismay, terror, disbelief, embarrassment, disgust and disappointment." 


And for whom would he feel sorry? No, really! The whole idea was insane! First to make a person - or 


whoever he was - feel dismay, anger and terror, and then whoops! sympathy! 
"In the course of the experiments we'll find out what color spectrum he has and on what it depends. That's all" 


"Well, | guess thats abundantly clear. What about you, colleagues?" Bruce gave a glance around the room. 


Everyone nodded and was about to go. 
"Okay, let's suppose we did find out why he changes the color, so what?" | couldn't help asking. 


"Excuse me?" Seemed like the boss didn't expect that | would ask anything like that. It had almost nothing to do 


with me. 


| mean, we found out that he has like standard spectrum consisting of seven colors. What next? Why is it so 
important?" | put my foot on my lap and tipped back in the armchair. 


"If the Exemplar does change color responding to stimuli, it would mean that he can be used as some kind of a 
litmus paper. We'll be able to test new psychological methods, antidepressants, painkillers..we'll be able to test 
all kinds of medication and technics and have the real reaction, without relying on what person says about his 
sensations. Everything will become extremely visual. | hope | answered your question, Hetfield Now | ask you all 


to affix your signature and leave the hall. | have many demands on my time." 


On that, he turned his back to us and came to the technician, demonstrating that the conversation was over. | 
had to admit that | was fucking freaked out by what | had just heard. And what did | expect? That they would 
finish their experiments and let him go? Well yeah. guess | expected something like that. So what did Kirk do 
to switch off all the unnecessary emotions which distracted from work? He was right. | couldn't do anything 
about that. | just needed to come up with the tests for the Inwrought-one and not bother myself with its 
problems. And | had to remind myself that the more time passed since | met him, the easier it would be to 
look at the situation as a professional. Maybe | just created for myself all those emotions in his eyes. But my 


inner voice remarked mischievously that we'd meet again very soon.. 
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| guessed they prepared everything in a rush, ‘cause in the second half of the day everything was ready to 
start our research. For instance, we were invited to the level Q-l! There was a spacious hall. | knew that it 
was spacious, because Charlie from the security department told me so and he have been there many times. 
And | couldn't help but wonder where the fuck had | even been then? | spent more than ten years in this 
fucking Center and had no clue what it was really like. But for now we were hanging out in the entry hall. 
Everything around us was so impenetrable, gray, and empty. I'd rather be somewhere far away from here. 
Couldn't they just send me his voiceprint which | could use to start decoding? But a rational thought 
immediately came to me that | wouldn't make progress acting like that, and the rest of the tests involved 
contact anyway. Damn, damn, damn! | didn't want to see him! | tried my best to convince myself that it wasn't 


cowardice. | wasn't afraid of our meeting, | just.would like to avoid it. 


A monotonous mechanical sound arose and solid steel doors, which could probably handle even a nuclear blast, 
parted in a very unwelcoming way. We all came into a pretty large room where the system offered us to go in 
the dressing room and put on a uniform. | rolled my eyes. Here we were again. It turned out that we all had to 
cover ourselves with a gown and draw on thin gloves and boot covers. At least not a cap and face respirator, 


thanks a lot! Or else I'd feel just like a clown. It wasn't about viruses after alll 


Only after everyone was ready were we let into the main hall. In the first few seconds | thought | went blind! 
Everything were unbelievably white and the lamps gave off a very bright light in full capacity, though you 
couldn't tell where exactly they were located. It seemed like the light was effused out of walls, floor, and ceiling 
themselves. | looked back at the others who now looked like extraterrestrials on a spaceship dressed like 


scientists. And the most terrifying thing was that | looked the same. 


Even amid the pile of equipment, wires, and detectors, you couldn't not notice the spacious glass cube in the 
center of the hall. In it, this time fully conscious, was none other than our experimental subject. From the look 
of it, he had been here for some time. Both animals and people, being caught in situation like that, first start 
to thrash around trying to find an exit, looking around, and inspecting the walls for solidity. And only after that 
comes a phase of submission, when a territory has already been explored and there're no chances of escape. 
He probably spent at least a few hours here, because he was sitting on the floor near the far rear wall, 
trying to be as far from the exit as possible. He glanced up at us and his lips opened slightly in surprise. 
Seemed like we caught him at a weak moment. He certainly tensed up and his eyes darted from one to another, 


stumbling across me. 


"Look, this time he's gray!" someone of the group exclaimed, amused. 


"Whereas once we came in, he was bright gray and now his lines become darker," noticed Kirk, placing relevant 


marks. 


A few people came closer to examine him thoroughly. Perhaps last time, nobody had a chance to spend enough 
time with him. The guy frowned, looking awry at the approaching people. He certainly didn't know what to 
expect from them. And our scientists bent slightly over and began to stare at him. | could tell that he was a 
sensible being even without any tests, because | would feel like a complete idiot if he gave me that kind of look 
But it seemed like our colleagues didn't pay much attention to that. 


"Did you see that? Seriously!" exclaimed Chris. "He has GREEN eyes!" 


"No way!" About five more people drew forward, and Hammett and Newsted looked at me in surprise. Ah, they 


must have recalled how | told ‘em about it! 
"Unbelievable!" Ellefson exhaled. "Green eyes don't exist." 


"They do," | decided to jump in. Though I'd rather stand there keeping quiet. "Or, to be more accurate, they did 
exist. But for few centuries so far, the genes responsible for that color of iris were considered to be gone 
forever in course of evolution. Other less rare shades eventually disappeared too. So now we have only blue 


and hazel eyes.” 


"Maybe he can change their color too?" David turned around to others, and there was a beaming smile on his 
face. Geez, he was like a plant biologist student who discovered a new kind of chamomile. And meanwhile the 
Inwrought-one pulled his knees to his chest and lowered his forehead, hiding behind the veil of dark wheaten 


hair. 

"Not observed," Dickinson said shortly. "Colleagues, let's get to the point” 

Everyone returned to their places and, even listening to the boss, they still shot the beadies at the cube. 
"After examining your reports, we decided that we'll start our experiments with the most simple things, and 
by that | mean sensitivity to cold and heat. We need to understand which conditions are acceptable for the 
Exemplar and what temperature can reduce the vitality. I'd ask to be extremely mindful, make notes of the 
sensors’ reading and keep checking on any external changes.” 

"But there aren't any detectors fixed on him." | broke in. "Where would you get the indexes from?" 

Dickinson turned to me and explained patiently: "To fix the detectors on him, we would have to fix himself first 
and it would prevent an experimental integrity. Due to that, we've just tagged a chip in him. All the data will be 


reported right to this computer. Anything else, Hetfield?" 


"No" To tell the truth, | had a fat lot of questions, but at the same time | wasn't disposed to talk to the 


bastard. 


Eventually we all stood in such a way as to have a good view and everyone got ready to write. Except for our 
guys from data security, who concentrated on the equipment and kept an eye on what was going on around 
them. Mustaine was given permission to proceed and he allocated his group among the benchboards. Everyone 
immediately took their places, knowing perfectly what to do. They pressed something, pulled and clicked, 
shooting glances up on the monitors and main display hanging right above the cube. 


It appeared that this dude had pretty human indexes - his temp was 4b degrees, his blood pressure was 120 
over 80, though he had a high pulse rate - 90 beats per minute. Sure thing! | probably would be close to the 


heart attack myself if | were examined by two dozen aliens. 


However, those indexes soon started to change and get higher bit by bit. The silence was almost absolute, 
interrupted only by the noise of paper and keys. 


It was becoming less and less pleasant to me watching what was going on in the cube. | immediately recalled all 
those scientific documentaries where you can see during a few minutes how a sprout appeared out of a grain, 
how an animal's corpse changed its shape while being swarmed by hundreds of little buggers. | always hated 
documentaries like that. Even instantly uncurling leaves gave me goosebumps. | felt absolutely the same now, 
watching something go wrong with the guy without any visible impact. He raised his head, looking around like he 
was trying to understand what was going on. He obviously had started to feel some discomfort. 

"The temperature is 104 Fahrenheit," Drover reported. 

| saw how the guy's skin started to glitter with sweat. 

"The temperature is 122 Fahrenheit" 


His chest heaved faster, he passed his hand over his forehand, wiping the wet. Strands of hair stuck to his 
body. 


"And the glass?" For some reason | asked it quietly. 
"What about it?" Hammett didn't get it. 
Its probably hot already!" 


"Nah. That's a special one. It can maintain the same temperature, without getting hot or cold, and it's smash- 


proof," Kirk explained rapidly and got back to observation 
"The indexes become overranged,” said Broderick. "We're raising the temperature 50 degrees more." 


The guy started panting, and now his body was covered with great drops of sweat. He looked around, peering 


into our focused faces. Then | felt like | was shocked by electricity when our eyes met. Like my feet were 
adhered to the floor. It seemed like the dude knew that nobody here cared if he liked what was going on or not. 
Dammit, why the hell did he think that | wasn't like the rest of them? That was a fucking stupid idea to smile 
at him and touch that fucking glass! Even my mother scolded me when | was a kid that | shouldn't call and pet 
homeless animals or they would tag along behind me. That's right - you should listen to what your mother 
says! And now | was standing there like an idiot at the gunpoint of his unnaturally green eyes, which were 
pleading me for support. 


"The temperature is 140 Fahrenheit" 


| couldn't break that eye contact, unable to do anything, unable to move or grasp while | was standing there. 


But at that very moment the guy got closer to the glass and shouted, looking right into my eyes: 

"Lad mig gål" 

"James! Don't stand there as if you were made of stone!" Hammett pushed his elbow into my side and | got 
out of that hypnotic condition. | shifted my gaze to my clipboard, then | remembered about recording and 
finally started to pick up his speech, hoping that he'd say something else. 


"The lines are getting pale!" Ellefson called out. 


"Fâ mig ud herfra!" | glanced up and saw that he still was looking at me, making those bizarre, iridescent 


sounds | actually wasn't familiar with. 
"Who is he staring at?" 

"At Hetfield, | guess." 

"Why?" 


"By the way, it does sounds like speech! Weird, | must say, but nonetheless speech..does anyone know what the 
language that is?" 


“That's what Hetfield has to find out" 

All those phrases run through me and | didn't answer. | was confused. He waited from me something and | 
couldn't do anything. | was on the other side of the barricade. Despite that, the temperature was getting close 
to unreal: 58 degrees. 


" Vær venlig.. " he said without too much hope. 


| looked aside. 


"The pigment is discoloring." 
"The pulse and blood pressure are out of normal range." 


It reminded me of some series about emergency. Nobody could understand how awful | felt about participating 
in it. Meanwhile, Bruce Bruce decided that it was going to be too dangerous to continue so he approved the 
decrease of the temperature. | exhaled with relief. | didn't even know that | was holding my breath. | stole a 
look at the others and the only thing | saw was concentrated work. I'd never felt so useless. Even Kirk and 


Jason seemed like strangers. 

Then | had enough courage to look at the cube. The guy gave up on trying to find a contact with me. He just 
turned his head to the side, his hair fell on his face and he was reclined, snuggled against the wall. In the 
meantime, the more "regular" the temperature became, the more distinct his lines became. That same gray 
color. 

"The temperature reached its norm. We can decrease it," Mustaine announced. 

"Yes, go on" 

And everything started again. The same disgusting film, only backwards this time. The drowsy body drew itself 
together, feeling the air around him getting unpleasantly cold. He started to shiver and pulled up his knees, 
embracing them, trying to save some warmth. 

"Stop det!" 

Well, he said "stop"..it was just like our word "stop"! It meant that this was a real language, and therefore more 
likely that | would find and translate it. | even guessed in what folder | had the data about it. We could already 
exclude those tricky Asian languages with their hieroglyphic signs. 


Then the lines on his body disappeared again, and something twitched inside me when | noticed a trickle of blood 


from his nose. 
"The blood pressure dropped, the heartbeat is slow." 
"Hey, he's bleeding.” | finally found my voice. 


"Just a pressure jump. That's a stress for the vessels, so one of them gave under and split. No big deal, 
Hetfield, or are you afraid of blood?" sneered Lemmy. 


"No, Professor," | murmured. 


| couldn't tell when exactly this shit came to the end. Probably at the moment when Jason prompted me that 
it was my turn to go and establish a contact. Were they kidding me? How on earth could | establish anything 


now? However, | approached the cube in autopilot mode. There was a door in one of the glass walls, which they 
took the trouble to open for me. 


So, finding myself inside that thing, | was under the gunpoint of the dozens of eyes too, which kept watch over 
my every movement. That sucked. | felt myself as naked as that guy. By the way, he gave me a stony stare 
and the lines on his body started to color in a deep shade of orange. This time | had no clue what it could 
mean.. 

"Hey, hello..." 

You're a stupid fool, Hetfield.. 

"Mr. Hetfield, it's not a blind date here. Get to work" Dickinson's voice echoed. 


"Don't hinder me, okay? Thanks!" | barked, turning my head slightly in his direction. This dick couldn't even 


imagine how close | was to getting away from here. 
Then | got back to the guy. He heaved and looked at me with such a bitter mix of hurt, disgust, and anger 

that | almost choked on my words. This was the point of no return. So | ferreted clumsily through the pockets 
of my gown and fished out pre-printed copy on which was written in a pretty large font "2X2=_____. 


"Do you know what is two times two?" | pronounced clearly, trying to hold the heaviness of his unblinking stare. 


He watched me composedly as | handed him the sheets and pen. When my hand was very close, he knocked all 
that from my hands with such a fury | startled in surprise. 


"Skubbe den op i raven, pikhovedl!" he bawled out. 


To say that | was taken aback wouldn't describe it enough. We had pissed him off. Now | couldn't be that sure 


that he wasn't aggressive. If only | knew what he was saying..well, then again, maybe my ignorance was bliss. 
"Okay, | got it." | sighed. "Perhaps next time, huh?" 
"Rend mig!" He spat out. 


| shook my head and pulled a hanky from my pocket. What was he - my war prisoner or something? We were 
inside of some fucking thing, | was prying information out of the imprisoned partisan, and he was sitting on the 
floor bleeding. It looked like a movie scene. Fucking stupid. 


| came closer and sat in front of him. He backed away from me as far as he could, flattening himself against 


the wall. 


"Listen, | won't hurt you, | swear. Look, there's only a hanky in my hands." | showed him my opened palms with 


the white folded material. 


"Hold hænderne væk fra mig," he said threateningly through his teeth and hit my hand when | tried to reach 


his face. 
"Oh come on, man! I'm trying to help!" | gave back. 


Even though he cocked his head glancing at my hand, when | managed to reach him and wipe away the blood, 
he sort of stopped tweaking. After that he let me clean him up. But he still looked daggers at me. 


"Hetfield, thats so sweet I'm gonna cry, but we all want to go home. Are you done?" Mustaine said. Actually | 


had forgotten about them while focusing on the guy. 


"Alright. Don't be mad at me," | said to our experimental subject. It seemed like it didn't sound too convincing to 
him. But when he noticed my tired smile, his flaming lines became more pale. Finally | patted his knee and went 


out. 
"Did you record what you planned?" Dickinson approached immediately. 
"Tomorrow I'd like to have a few words with you, Doc. Now I'm done. Excuse me." 


| didn't wait for permission, | just went out of the hall and direct to the dressing room. | knew that all of them 
followed me with their eyes, but | didn't give a fuck. | was tired, | felt like shit, and the only thing | wanted was 
to get drunk. That was exactly what | was going to do. | would head to "Plasma" and get smashed. | didn't want 
to think, | didn't want to feel, | didn't want to remember that day. All the more so | would have a serious 


conversation with Dickinson tomorrow. 


Eventually | decided that getting drunk in the bar wasn't such a great idea. Nobody liberated me from my task, 
so | just bought whiskey on my way home and sat behind my desk, sipping burning booze in a large tumbler 
filled with ice. 


Chapter 6 


Author's Notes: 
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"What the hell possessed you to act so yesterday?" 

It was the first thing I'd heard from Kirk, when | came to Jason They eyed my messy look suspiciously. 

"Did you drink again?" 

"Fuck, Hammett, it's not that | remember when | married you!" 

Seriously! Why did he pick on me? It was already messed up enough! Booze, work, the dead of night and a 
heartache was a harder mix than Jager, tequila, Jack and absinthe all at once! "You better tell me how all this 


ended yesterday?" 


| rubbed my eyes and took my habitual place, shifting Newsted's folders. By the way, Jason handed me coffee 


without many words. 


"How else could it have ended? We all left and that was it. Today each has his own task to do," pouted my 
curly-haired buddy. 


"Do they gather us again today?" Coffee burnt my lips. 


"No. Today they'll just take some biological material; our presence isn't required. Then they will be sent to me 


and Jay." 
"We should discuss what we have anyway" As always, Newsted knew how to call us to order. 
"Yeah, you're right" Kirk opened the hologram in his bracelet, scrolling some of his notes 
"Holly shit, how much RAM is there?" | couldn't help asking, 


"One my pal cross-flashed it, so now its like brand new!" said Hammett happily. "You give me yours and he'll do 


the same." 
"Okay, thanks! So what have you recorded?" | crossed my legs and leaned slightly forward. 


"Well..the most important thing is that we have four general colors and a couple of shades, also two cases of 


the complete disappearance of the lines," he said thoughtfully, looking through his notes on the transparent, 


greenish projection. 
"From all appearances," Jason sat near me, "the lines discolor when his vitals decrease to the critical level." 
"Yeah, it makes sense, | came to the same conclusion" Kirk nodded. 


"Let's do it kinda in sequence," | interrupted them. "When he laid knocked out, his lines had a blue color, or 


maybe turquoise. | think it was something like his ‘zero meridian.” 


"You know, that's what I'll write, good definition!" Kirk noted and started to rewrite something, If only | had his 


enthusiasm. "By the way, then he immediately became black.there could be two variants: panic or pain 


I'm one hundred percent positive it was panic." | knew that it always pissed Kirk off when | pried into his area, 
acting so self-assured at that. 


"Why?" He pried himself away from his bracelet. "It isn't a pleasant feeling once you wake up with the tube 
down your throat. One pal of mine went through this, and he said that it wasn't the nicest moment of his life.” 


"You just didn't see how he looked at me.." | shook my head. "He had something close to the panic attack..and 
indeed, do you remember when we were coming in yesterday, he was slightly gray and started to became 
darker?" 

"So?" 


Heh, Mister Hammett was pissed off. 


"You won't deny that he's afraid of us, will you? When we all showed up at that hall, he became darker and 


darker, which means closer to panic." 
Yeah, guys, | had the whole night to replay it endlessly in my head. 


"So it means that, depending on the force of the emotion, the color will become a few shades darker?" It 


wasn't a question actually, Jason was just thinking aloud. 

"Actually it sounds reasonable," Hammett agreed after all. "The orange one was about aggression, | guess." 
"| don't know.. didn't figure it out myself yet" | scratched my chin, forced to admit it. 

"What else could it be? Obviously he wasn't happy when you came in" 


Was it just me, or was Hammett snipping at me? 


"That's not the point. He was mad at me.or offended.or both." For some reason it wasn't easy to admit that. 


"James, what's going on between you two?" Jason asked finally. "I understand it sounds crazy, but yesterday 
everybody noticed that he stared at you all the time. And in any case, why out of all of us would he be mad 


at you personally?" 


Now Kirk looked at me expectantly too. And | stared at the floor, trying to recollect my thoughts. | imagined 
how at least four departments were wagging their tongues about me. | tried to explain briefly to my friends 
what had happened during that first meeting. | didn't know for the life of me why it happened back then. | could 
only guess what had happened to this guy before that, if he clutched hold of some ghostly sympathy. 


"James, do you remember what | have told you?" Kirk began with a preaching tone of voice. 


"I know, okay! It just happens. | don't want it myself! | have no idea why the hell he saw a salvation in me." The 


guys knew it wasn't them | was mad at. 


"Look, just try to abstract away from it, okay?" Jason patted my shoulder. "There's gonna be many..other 
things ahead. Sympathy isn't helpful in that situation For what it's worth, he's a research object. He isn't just 
some guy kidnapped from home, James. He was grown up in the laboratory. We actually have to figure out 


how much he's a humon." 

"Everyone is so professional, | can't even stand it!" | jumped of the table and headed to the exit. 
"Where are you going?" Kirk called me. His voice sounded slightly guilty. 

"To my office.” 


At that the door slammed behind me. Maybe even louder than | wanted. Anyway, | headed now with a sure 
step to Dickinson's office. Tell the truth, as | was going, | was playing the forthcoming conversation in my head 
and knew | couldn't count on his understanding. Bruce always needed to boss people around, proving that he was 
a master, that only he knew how and what to do right, without respect for the other's science degrees. | didn't 
detract from his merits! He did not occupy his seat for nothing, but.why did he need to highlight it all the 
time? Maybe that was one of the reasons | respected Lemmy so much. That dude had seen a lot in his time 
and had respectable experience in science. He was the one who could tell tall tales based on his own life every 
night. Kilmister was as basic-minded and straightforward as the metro line from the residential district to the 


business center. 


| was lucky to get to Dickinson in his office in time, since he was already going to some meeting. As | knew, 
some good examples were brought to the laboratory from the Jupiter surface..or from elsewhere. Astronomy 
wasn't my strong point. The boss was surprised by my unexpected visit. He didn't even try to hide it, raising 
his eyebrows questioningly. | couldn't say that | felt very comfortable in his office, it was as white and sterile 
as research rooms. Perhaps it was his special feature. | imagined everything in his house was minimalistic and 
pristine white. 


He gestured me to sit down and headed back to his desk. 

"What's the news, Hetfield?" he asked in a businesslike manner. "Have you found anything?" 

| came to talk specifically about research.." That was it. | felt like | didn't know what to say next but tried to 
put myself together. "In short, if | just hang around with the other groups while they do their experiments, | 
will not make a bit of progress, Doctor." 


"Clarify your meaning." He grabbed his chin thoughtfully with his index finger and thumb. 


"If he pleads all the time for help or to stop doing something to him, it won't be exactly that | need. And five 
minutes in the cube with him makes no frickin’ difference." | finally got to the point. 


"So what do you offer?" Bruce narrowed. 

"You give time to the other scientists for their private research, so | need you to give it to me too. | want to 
meet him personally. Give me a little bit more time so | can really manage to find some contact with him. Or 
I'll come to deadlock" 

"Is that it?" he asked patiently. 

And what else did he need? 

"Ah..actually, yeah." Now | didn't know what to expect from our conversation. What if Bruce told me to fuck 
off and suspended me? At the end of the day, they could do all that shit to him without even knowing what he 
was saying. 

"Alright" 


"Alright?" 


"Yes." He rose from the table. "Then you go to him now, because Mustaine's group asked additional time for 


their tests." 

"And a card?" | asked, still not believing my ears. 

"Tell Charlie and he'll let you in" Bruce flipped his spacious bag over his shoulder. 

"And where do | have to go?" | still couldn't believe that everything turned out to be THAT easy. 


"To the same hall." 


"Got it" It was probably time to leave before he changed his mind. 
| reached the door when he called me. 

"Hetfield" 

He must have changed it. 

ts 


"Let us have no nonsense.” His glance said it all. There was no need to continue, those few words and the tone 


of his voice were enough to understand - if | did anything wrong, | could forget about my post. 


| just nodded and went out. At the end of the day | was a scientist, not some boy in the school principal's 
office. 


Charlie was indeed on duty near the entrance to the hall on Level Q-I today. It was strange to come here alone 
and enter in the hall without attendance. Well, | made that last bit up. | doubt | could be there completely 
unattended. Who knew what kind of stuff this hall was loaded with? The cameras had to be there too, the real 
question was whether Bruce wanted to spy on me. | couldn't suppress a feeling of trepidation inside of me. It 
was scary to enter. Now | couldn't be lost among others. Now it was face to face. When | came in, the room 
wasn't as alight as last time. Maybe | had to turn on additional lighting, but | didn't want to. This semidarkness 
appealed more to me. At least | felt like | still was on Earth and not in some other Galaxy. 


My steps sounded plangent in the big hall. Two more lamps hesitated, blinking a couple of times before they lit 
up too. | immediately noticed some movement in the corner of the cube and slowed near the entrance. The guy 
stared at me with his big, bizarre eyes, and everything about his look expressed wariness. Once | opened the 


door, the color of his lines turned dark-gray, and when | approached him very close, he became almost black. 


"Hold dig væk fra mig!" he exclaimed, spluttering, as if he wasn't sure of his voice. His breath quickened, 
instantly making the indexes that showed the pulse rate on the screen change. 


"Hey, it's okay.." | raised my hands, showing my palms so he could see that | didn't have anything dangerous. 


His eyes ransacked me head-to-toe. "I just wanna talk.” 
"Jeg forstar dig ikke," he said, more calm now. 


"Can | come closer?" | showed him with the gesture that | wanted to approach him. According to his face, he 
didn't really like the idea, though he didn't shout any more warnings at me. And when | didn't meet with any 
visible resistance, | sat near. We didn't have any occasion to be so close to each other. He pulled his legs away 
from me, as if he was afraid of touching me. And | decided to give him some time to adjust and understand 
that | wouldn't jump at him. So now | was sitting on the floor of that stupid glass cube and | felt like a 
hamster. From this point of view, the hall seemed even more huge and threatening. Yeah..thank you, mighty 


science, for not decorating me with a genic tattoo. 


Meanwhile, the guy fixed his eyes on me. Though he wasn't that black anymore, he was still afraid of me - if 
the guys and | were right about those color changes. Alright, | had to start our communication somehow or he 
would eye me all the time. However, before that, | noticed that his arms were covered with bandages from 


hands to elbows. 
"What is it?" | nodded to the bandages. 


The guy tracked my glance and pressed them to his chest, showing me that he wouldn't let me touch him. But 
something in his gestures showed his insecurity. | guessed, by having to deal with my colleagues, he had 
figured out that if you offer resistance, itll be crushed down sooner or later. Scientists always take what they 
need. In the name of science. I'd never believed in those stupid big words. 


"No, dude, really! Let me take a look, hmm?" | stretched out my hand and he looked at it almost in terror, as if 
monsters could appear out of it and devour him right here. Then | resorted to the subterfuge that had helped 
me two times already. showed him the nicest smile | ever had. | didn't know if any living being had ever seen 


that smile of mine. 


Something in him immediately changed, like it got something moving. Now he studied my face with even more 
attention And | felt myself under the X-rays.if only those bastards cared enough to look into his eyes, they 


would understand many things.. 
"Well?" | beckoned him with the hand and my smile became wider. 
Come on, man! Or the corners of my lips are gonna tremble with effort! 


He dropped his eyes and frowned for a moment, thinking something over, and then he timidly gave me his hand. 
The doubt was written all over his face, as if he felt that it was a mistake.. 


“Alright..good boy." | tried to control the tone of my voice. | thought that a slightly muffled and soft voice 
wouldn't frighten him.at least | hoped. "Let's see what they did to you." 


| carefully unwrapped the bandage, and | couldn't not notice that the color of his lines became darker again. He 
didn't wriggle, but he was still afraid. And the next moment | understood why. Sure there were some small 
marks of the taken specimens, but the dissection out of the line area of his skin.it looked gross and must 
hurt. Damn Jason! It was him who asked for the tissue specimen. | don't know why, but for that very moment 
| hated Newsted for the inflamed, slightly bleeding skin area - or rather for its loss. You can't just cut pieces 
out of people! Even from fucking Inwrought people! And couldn't those fuckers at least debride the wounds? 
This dude had the nerve-endings too! 


| held his arm in my left hand and reached the other one into my pocket. If only | hadn't taken it out..no! It was 


there! | had a powder with me that could relieve the pain of any cut, bruise, or scratch in a blink of an eye. 


The guy got nervous when he saw that | took some parison from the pocket of my pants. He tried to jerk back 
his arm, but | caught it, holding it firm, but without causing extra discomfort. 


"Hvad er det? Ger det ikke!" he said with agitation. 


| decided not to waste any time and just dusted the wound quickly. He rounded his eyes, like he expected 
something horrible. | gave him a wink and patted his hand. The guy tuned in to what he was feeling, then looked 


at me in amusement. 


" Det gar ikke ondt længere!" he said, amazed. It probably didn't hurt anymore. So | bandaged his arm easily and 
got to the other. This time he didn't mind and obediently stretched me his hand. 


"Tak." He said quietly. 


So." | hesitated. | guessed it was time to get more acquainted with him, because | had no idea what to call him 


or anything. He should have a name, that was for surel So | turned to him and asked, "What is your name?" 
"Hvad?" 


"Hmm.l'm James." | pressed my hand to my chest and repeated the name, then | pointed to him. "And you? l'm 


James, you--" 
"Lars." 


"Lars? Is it your name?" | couldn't be sure about it, but for some reason | felt | had gotten it right. All the 


more so when he nodded. "So, you're Lars." 


| smiled and stretched my hand to him in a token of our acquaintance. Curious to relate, he recognized this 
gesture and timidly shook my hand back. So it meant that he knew social customs pretty well. He wasn't some 
kind of caveman. And those dumbasses put him on the level of an animal. | remembered that | had a candy in 
my pocket; | had left it there after breakfast. Nothing special, just a truffle. Let it be another test. Or 
something like that. | fished the candy out and handed it to "Lars." 


"Try this" 
He looked with curiosity at the offered sweet in the black shining envelope 

"Had er det? En slik? Er det for mig? 

"Oh, boy! What did you say?" | laughed, amused with his animation He glanced at me and smiled shyly. 


Something in my heart flipped happily, watching him smile. Now it seemed to me an even bigger achievement 


than knowing his name. 


Meanwhile, Lars opened the candy and nipped off a half of it, shutting his eyes with pleasure. When he sent 
the rest to his mouth, his lips were covered with chocolate dust. Seemed like he even forgot for a moment 
that | was there, giving out some blissful sound. Aha, somebody loved the chocolate.. 


But the most surprising was that the color of the lines became light green, a bit brighter than his eyes. 


"Wow! It's like you love it so much, huh?" Lars opened his eyes and, seeing that | had looked at the lines on his 
body, he got embarrassed. His cheeks blushed barely noticeably. "There's..chocolate on your lips." 


| just couldn't help myself doing it. | mean, | couldn't leave him like that. What if the group came? | reached out 
to him and rubbed the chocolate off his lips with my thumb. First he drew back in surprise, not expecting 
such a sudden close contact. But then he looked aside, letting me touch him. 


The awkwardness of the situation hit me too late. 


“Ahem..alright, Lars." Hearing his name he looked up at me. "I probably should go now.it was a pleasure to 


finally meet you" 

He followed me with his sad eyes when | got up and went to the exit 

"Vil du besøge mig snart?" he asked me. 

"Bye, Lars." | waved him with my hand, not knowing how to show him that | didn't just jump up and run away. 


"Jeg haber du ikke sige farvel." 


Chapter 1 
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| surprised myself by deciding to go home on foot. | hadn't done that in a long time, and anyway, the weather 
was just wonderful. At least way more bright than the thoughts wandering inside my head. And now, being 
outside, | noted that it became easier to breathe, ‘cause all this Center pressed on me like a huge stone fallen 


during the landslide of the events of the last few days. 


Sometimes | wanted to forget the guy, forget that he even existed. Everything was way easier without him. | 
had been dragging my ass here every day, doing my job, getting some kick out of it, hanging at Nerdy's 
laboratory, then we usually had been rocking out in the clubs and bars after work or jamming at Kirk's place, 
and a month ago we even drove to the ocean. And now it was like everything was rolling backwards. | felt like | 
was getting into a mess. And it seemed like everybody else felt the same, even Dickinson. And what was it all 
about? About the experimental subject. 


The most horrible part was that no matter how much | scolded myself for that, as soon as | ended up near 
him, | immediately forgot that I'd promised myself to turn the scientist mode on. I'd never been very kind- 
hearted, | loved hunting, watching action films and hard porn, | loved underdone steaks.. meant, | obviously 
wasn't like Rosalia de Boucher. | wouldn't - unlike her - throw myself in the middle of nowhere in the other 
part of the world to save some people | wasn't familiar with. Yeah, | knew it was probably a minus to my 
Karma, but | didn't feel myself as a savior, a superhero, who wouldn't feel good until he got his ass into the 
thick of a battle. Indeed many people had kind of a confidence of being The One and coming into this world with 
a unique mission. Many of them found themselves already in it, and others waited throughout their lives for 


something to hit them! So in these terms l'd always been a realist. Maybe even too much.. 


| went to the crossroad and stopped there for a moment, observing the street as if for the first time. You 
know what it's like when you live in a crazy tempo, going from point A to point B, gazing at some gadget. And 
behind the window fly unnoticed not only urban landscapes, but minutes, days, years.. For example, | didn't know 
when they managed to build this clinic. It hadn't been there! And | saw some old pics, | mean really old, even 
ancient, from the year 2344. Once there was a cathedral. Then it was torn down, and then there had been a 
waste ground, and now there was this clinic. By the way, the cathedral was a pretty weird thing actually.. Back 
in those days, people built all kinds of cathedrals, churches, and other establishments where one could come to 
"pray" That was weird, because in those times the world had already reached a great progress and many 
things were discovered and explored, and yet the overwhelming majority still kept believing in mystical powers 
in form of gods. They raised buildings for them, painted them, sculpted them.. | heard that somewhere in the 


South there still was a church. Nobody painted icons anymore, so there were just holograms. Also some guy 


achieved a massive notoriety in the mass media by ensuring everybody that we were created by a huge 


computer and we all were just sophisticated programs. 


Me, | didn't believe in either mystic beings or in giant computers. | believed that | was an idiot who cluttered 
his mind with all kinds of crap and couldn't keep his emotions under control. More likely the reason was not 
having a girl for so long.like for the last three months. | didn't know how that came about. Maybe if | had a 
girl waiting for me at home, | would probably not suffer from all that shit. Think, for instance, of Jason: he 
had two dogs at his place and he was happy. He didn't want to settle down into married life or to have kids.. 
Well, actually | didn't want kids either. In the case of Hammett, the chicks got a kick out of him. And he availed 
himself of it. He only looked like a blessed innocent but he was seriously macho! In short, decided | had to go to 


the club on the weekend and improve my personal life. 


So while | was thinking about this nonsense, | didn't notice when | came to my house. The sun had already 
bowed its head to the horizon, painting the boring and monotonous houses of the residential district in shades 
of crimson and orange. Now | was dreaming of taking a bath and catching up on my sleep. | decided that 
tomorrow I'd make a presentation to the meeting and try to make them change their minds about a thing or 
two. It was time to change something. Now that | knew that the guy was as normal as myself (except for 
those bio-tattoos), | just couldn't let them keep him in that aquarium as a stupid fishlet. 


eR 


The first part of the meeting was pretty boring. | was just sitting there with my chin propped in my hand, 
shifting a heavy look from one reporter to another. Now it was Kirk's and Jason's turn to report, and they told 
about the results of the biochemical blood examination and other shit like that. The results of the DNA 
analysis weren't done yet, but some difference in comparison with the human one had already been noticed. 
Well, actually, it was as clear as day. Even | could tell with 99% probability what those different genes were 
responsible for. | smirked to myself. The meeting almost didn't pay any attention to me. Now that the reports 
of the security were being debriefed, it meant that nobody was going to ask me. Alright then 


‘Now's my turn to talk" | brought my hand down on the table with a smack while standing up. Everybody's 


gaze immediately turned to me. 
"Do you really have anything to say?" Mustaine rolled his eyes. 


| pretended he didn't exist and continued to bore a hole in Dickinson He was the only one who made real 


decisions. 


"How was your research, Hetfield?" Bruce Bruce laced his fingers, placing his elbows wide on the smooth and 
shiny surface of the table. He narrowed his eyes a litle bit, expressing, as it seemed, genuine interest. He was 


probably surprised lately by my self-assertion "Did you find anything?" 


"| managed to find out his name..his name is Lars." It felt so weird on my tongue and hit the room in a strange 


way, vibrating in my mind, awakening fresh associations. "He likes chocolate and-" 


"his zodiac sign is Sagittarius, he loves sunrises and cats." Dave snorted, winning a few suppressed but 


approving snickers. 


"tm bound in honor to warn that if Mustaine doesn't shut up, l'm going to break his jaw," | growled 


threateringly. 


"Don't interrupt the reporter, please." Oddly enough, the boss actually admonished him! The redhead put his 
hands in the air, like ‘okay, | zipped my mouth, but the wry smile was still on his face. 


Dickinson inquired further about the name and chocolate. And within next fifteen minutes | was telling them 


that Lars had all the characteristic of a social being. 


"—also he distinguishes intonations, his language obviously has well-defined structure and | already found out 


that it most likely refers to the Scandinavian language group." 

"What the group is that?" asked lan. "| haven't heard of those languages." 

"There's a Nordic reservation state across the ocean, consisting of a few republics which a very long time ago 
were different countries. Now they live in a complete isolation, don't absorb immigrants, don't let people out of 
the country, and they keep almost all cultural aspects in secret. It may be said that their language is the only 
one left that resisted linguistic globalization" 

"In other words, they have the sixth language." Chris specified, amused. 

"Yes, but the World's Council didn't even include it in the general register, because it's unlikely that this 
reservation wants to be engaged. | mean in the last five hundred years, it hasn't happened." | finally felt like | 
was up my alley. | told things that were unknown to the others. As it turned out, not anyone knew about this 
small reservation, to say nothing of their language. 


"So does that mean there's no chance of deciphering what he says?" asked Frank. 


"Ill work on it. | have some ideas on this point," | mentioned, not without pleasure. "And more importantly, he 


understands gestures perfectly. For example, he shook my hand.” 


"Exactly!" Ellefson suddenly exclaimed, and when he noticed that everyone looked at him, he - embarrassed by 


his outburst - continued. "When we were taking samples, he gave me a finger at some point." 


Everyone was shocked by the fact and | spluttered with laughter, imagining how Lars flipped off all these 


assholes. 


"It becomes interesting." Dickinson muttered. "Anything else?" 


"Yeah," | inhaled, preparing for the main thing. "We need to get him to the ward." 
"What?! What the hell?" Our redheaded expert boiled over. "He isn't a patient, did you forget that?" 


"Wait a moment, Mustaine." Dickinson interrupted him slightly irritated. "Make it clear, Hetfield. Now it doesn't 


make much sense to me." 


‘lm trying to explain" | threw a deadly look at the jerk to the left of me. "In the beginning of the report, Ki- 
Doctor Hammett mentioned that we defined the condition of the test person as a ‘zero meridian, which means 
that the body is in a rest state. So he hasn't been is a rest state since he regained consciousness, what 


interferes with the integrity of the test" 


Now even my friends looked at me with interest. | hadn't discussed it with them because | didn't want them to 


even try To argue me out of it. 
"He's in constant fear, almost panic. As a consequence, his emotional background is shifted. We already 
understand that he's an absolutely reasonable social being with the well-defined characteristics of a formed 


personality. There's no reason to treat him as a laboratory rodent" 


"Hmm... On the whole | get what you mean, but what do you think would be adequate in this case?" Bruce's 


observant eyes gimleted me as if he wanted to find answers right in my brain 


"That's what I'm talking about.. We have to create more comfortable conditions. I've already had my eye on a 


room, Professor Kilmister helped me.." 
God bless you, man! 


"and we've found a pretty good ward at the same Level where the research hall is. First we have to make his 


condition stable, and only then start from there, or else we could hit a dead end." 


| won't stand for it!" Dave laid down the law. "Hetfield went off his nut. Actually | vote for him being 


suspended." 


"Cut it out, Ginger-head." Lemmy croaked. "You can fight somewhere on the street, girls, but in here we're at 


a scientific meeting. And Hetfield is making sense things so far." 

Dickinson pressed his finger to his lips thoughtfully, looking through the table. It seemed like he didn't pay 
attention to our skirmish and was just turning it every way in his mind quickly. Then he cleared his throat and 
looked at Kirk, his eyes narrowing slightly. 

"And you, Hammett, what do you say to that?" 


According to his surprised look, my curly friend didn't expect that he would be caught in the center of 


everyone's attention. 


"Well.uhh.." | threw at him a glare that said ‘you'd better not reject my idea’ Kirk swallowed hard. "In general it 
sounds reasonable.. During our tests, he didn't show a more or less stable emotional level either. And if we 
resettle him to a ward, then.| guess, it won't hurt the experiment, but rather improve a little bit his 
psychological condition.. And its a really important part of the whole experiment." 


You go, Hammett! | mentally shook his hand and patted his shoulder. 

"Newsted?" Bruce asked without any extra comments. 

Jason rearranged his glasses and without any hesitation evened out the papers laying in front of him. 
"| think it's reasonable too." 

Mustaine just nodded and chuckled, like what could one expect from our crazy trio. 

"And even more, | think we went off course from the very beginning." 

"What do you mean?" Boss demanded calmly, but imperiously. 


"Now we already know that his mental and social development is probably at the same level as ours. We have 
only the linguistic divide so far, which didn't prevent James..Hetfield.." he added clumsily. "to find out his name, 
for example. Basically, he's just a foreigner who hasn't studied the introduction to the other languages at 
school. The fact that we made him naked and exposed is likely a depressing and demoralizing factor. If we would 


treat him at least as a patient, we would achieve more qualitative results of our research quicker." 


| mentally applauded Nerdy! He could do everything when he wanted to. For the rest of the meeting, | didn't 
even have to speak anymore. Bruce Bruce heard out all the departments and even Ellefson spoke in favor of it, 
preferring not to notice Dave's scathing look. Kilmister, at the end of the day, offered to wrap, because ‘it's 
lunch time actually: Bruce sighed and gave up on us, telling me and the security department to adjourn in the 
ward A-|25. 


Here we go again, | thought. Why did it have to be me? | wasn't..duh, who cares! 


eR 


In the Unit E, | got a hospital gown - or a ‘Johnny,’ if you want. But | felt it'd be better anyway. After that | 
headed to the damn hall. | didn't know why, but my heart was ruffling like a crazy squirrel let into my chest. | 
would probably have stopped before the door and be standing there as an idiot if Charlie and Scott weren't 
around. The guys were told to escort us to the ward. They were equipped with laser stunning devices and 
tranquilizers.just in case. Probably in case the guy suddenly turned into a monster with superpowers who 


could take possession of the building and kill everyone. 


| found him in a melancholic, almost lifeless, kind of condition. He sat just the same on the floor, leaning his 
head against the cube's wall. His dirty-strawberry blonde hair was pressed tightly to the glass, reminding me 
of a dim bronze. Somewhat surprisingly the color of his lines was slightly violet. What was that? Anguish? 
Sadness? Or something completely different? 


But the very same moment | stepped too loud on the steel covered floor near the entrance, he shuddered, 


immediately turning gray. 


"James?" His accented voice sounded unsure. | was so amused by that..and even touched. He recognized me, he 


remembered my name.. hats stupid, sure thing he remembered mel 
"Heyl" | didn't even have to imitate enjoyment. "Hi, Lars!" 


If only you could see how he beamed at me. It wasn't even that shadow of a smile like the last time, he 
really..damn, it was so.. He immediately straightened, finally coming unstuck from the glass, and looked at me 
attentively from the floor, obviously waiting for something from me. Meanwhile | noticed that the color only 


vaguely resembled the green that I'd seen on him when he ate chocolate. 


"Har du bringe mig en anden slik?" A playful spark of fun flickered in his eyes. If only | knew what was he 
purring about.. 


| hunkered down and handed him the gown. 
"Here. Put it on" | smiled too. 


"Hvad er det?" He apprehensively took the roll from my hands, and his eyes widened in amusement. "Hvad? 
Virkelig?! Kan jeg sætte det på?" 


"Hmm.let me help you." 


| took the gown back and rolled it out before him, offering to put his arms through the sleeves. He did it with 
pleasure, even turning his back to me, so | could fasten the drawstrings. He lifted his hair to help me, and | 
ended up being face to face with his bare back. Of course | wanted to pretend | was thinking that if he turned 
his back to me - it meant he trusted me. | mean any living being wouldn't dare to do so if it felt the danger. 
But instead of that, my thoughts switched to my finger tips, which | unintentionally ran along his light skin. It 
was tender..by the way, | didn't sense any difference between those lines and his normal skin at all. | felt that | 
had a cobweb in my throat, and it frightened me..so | decided to be done with it quicker and fasten the damn 


gown already. 
"Tak, James .. Jeg føler mig meget bedre nul" | could hear gratitude in his voice. 


Lo and behold his lines began to change color to that very ‘zero meridian’ - pastel azure! He finally relaxed for 


the first time since being here. He understood that | didn't want to do anything bad to him. I'd never hurt him 
in any way, and that was pleasant. But it was time to wrap, and Charlie and Scott were probably tired of 
waiting. | stretched my hand out to him and he slid his glance along it, raising it higher till our eyes met. 


"Hvor?" 

Here we were again, he grew wary. 

"Let's gol There will be better." | smiled reassuringly at him and pulled his hand a little bit insistently. He gave 
way. Though | was crushed by the hope in his eyes, happy disbelief mixed with..admiration? No one ever looked 


at me like the savior. | felt uncomfortable and ill at ease. 


l'm not a hero, dude, | just try to better your lot and make those jerks treat you like a human. It's not that 
much. But, as | see, even that makes you happy. 


Chapter 8 


Author's Notes: 
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We walked out of the hall and Lars gave a gasp of surprise, looking at the high ceilings of the Q-I Level. He 
even slowed down a bit to have a chance to find out where he was. | had no idea how he had been transported 
to this hall, but he obviously was outside for the first time. | put my hand on his shoulder and he flinched, 
shifting his gaze back to me, like he'd just remembered me. Seemed like he was about to ask something, but 
then Charlie and Scott came pretty close to us, completely equipped and ready to prevent any attack or 
attempt to escape. What bullshit.how one could even think about getting out of here with all these 
dactylograms, codes, and cards all over the place? The guy couldn't help but shrink back to my side, almost 


Touching my left arm. 


"Hey, dudes, take this evil look off your faces. You make it uncomfortable even for me." | tried to mask my 


other feelings, raised in my chest, behind the smirk. 
"I think you underestimate him, Het." lan shook his head. 


‘Oh, come onl" | snorted. "Just look at him! He's afraid of you. Here, he became grey again. Don't treat him as a 


prisoner.” 
Meanwhile we had already begun our little trip through the Level. 
"Tell me, James," Benante started. "Why do you protect him so much?" 


"Trust me, if you were in his place, I'd ‘protect’ you too." | marked sarcastically the word ‘protect. Though, 
somewhere deep in my heart, | didn't trust this statement myself. 


"No, thanks!" Charlie laughed. Lars looked at us with attention, probably trying to detect our mood. "It's just 
weird. To tell the truth, I'd rather believe that it would be Kirk. mean, that he would be the one who'd become 


aware of the experimental subject's destiny. But you, Hetfield.damn, it was so unexpected! By the way, I'm not 
the only one who's curious about that..” 


"Aha, you pick me to pieces in the smoking room, don't you?" | nodded knowingly. All those bitches liked gossip. 


"No, well.seems like there's something special about him if you care for him so much. Or you just found 


something out and you're keeping quiet... He gave me a sly side glance. 


"Everything | know, | told at the meeting.” It sounded a little bit too harsh. 


"Chill, man. I'm okay with it. Maybe you're right at some point." Benante resumed thoughtfully. lan listened to 
our conversation but for some reason decided to not interfere, thinking about something, smoothing his 


strange beard. 
And only then | understood that my ‘Inwrought Martyr’ was barefoot.. 
You're an idiot, Hetfield! 


The floor must be icy cold, ‘cause it wasn't a wooden one! Lars didn't look at us anymore, as if he was caught 
up in his thoughts. But now | couldn't tear my eyes off his bare feet, which looked absolutely crazy in this 


environment. | myself was wearing boots with a stout sole, and now he was wearing nothing..ch, boy.. 


eR 


When we stopped before the door, Lars looked puzzled at me. He was probably nervous. We knew where we'd 


brought him, but for him it was another quest game which he'd never won. 
"James?" There was something begging in his intonation. 
"Woah! No fucking way!" Scott poked mate in the ribs. "Did you hear that?" 


"How cool is that! He did call your name!" Charlie got very enthusiastic too. | didn't get why, though. It was like 
his favorite dog had suddenly told him ‘hello: 


‘lm absolutely sure that we could talk really nice if it wasn't for that foreign language." | meaningfully raised 


my brows. 


And Lars kept frowning but tried to look only at me, as if my mates didn’t exist. | believed they didn't look 
very convincing to him. So | decided to not torment him anymore and inserted the card quickly, which was 
given to me per procuration and was confirmed by Dickinson. | pushed the door after the identification passed 
successfully and gestured to our foreigner to come in. | asked the guys to wait for me outside, although they 
declined to just walk away, supposedly in case | needed their help. Damn it, were they really blind? It was 


nonsense that they would consider him dangerous. Especially considering our difference in stature and weight.. 


Lars sheepishly walked into the room, quickly ransacking it with his eyes. Just an ordinary modern ward..well, 
maybe just the VIP-level. There was even a hint of coziness there: pastel shades, the smooth lines of the 
minimalist furniture, and an absolutely transparent shower unit in the corner. It was Dickinson's order, ‘cause 
the experimental subject mustn't be in a detection gap. The fact that he already would be in the closed ward 
was enough. It could be closed only from outside, of course. But what Lars had before paled in comparison with 
what he had now, anyway. There was a nice bed with a monitor near it, which already started to read off the 
indexes from the implanted microchip. Everything was anchored safely, everything was made of the toughest 
materials that minimized the probability of any attempts to hurt himself or damage the room in general. Even 


the shower was without a tube and was secured to the ceiling of the unit. But | was really very proud of 


myself! 

"Hvorfor er vi her?" He asked me something. 

"This room-" | gestured around the room and then pointed at him, "-is for you." 
" Vil jeg blive her?" He sounded doubtful. 


"Fuck, | don't know what you are chirping at me, man" | sighed. "You just go to bed already, take a nap under 


human conditions...” 


He kept giving me that waiting look, obviously striving to understand and upset that he couldn't ask me in a 
way that | could understand him. | just held his arm above the elbow and led him to the bed. He obeyed and let 
me get him into it, although his wariness didn't go away. He waited for me to start to do something to him. | 
rolled my eyes and sat near his feet, touching them. Just as | expected - icy cold! He could get sick or 


something. Despite feeling stupid, | clicked the bracelet and dialed Kirk. 


"Me and Jay are tired of waiting, drag your ass to the laboratory," he said, appearing in the transparent green 


projection. 

"Later. Look, bring me my socks to A-I25." 

"What socks? Where the hell do | get them from?" Well, it was a pretty weird request for sure. 

| have some clean socks in my office. In the box under the shelf. The one with a mandible on it 

"Do you really need ‘em? Because running throughout all those levels." 

"Now!" 

"Okay, okay!" 

The projection went dead and we were left to wait for Doctor Hammett to complete my important mission. The 
silence between me and Lars became kinda tensed. He was laying in the bed, ready for anything, and | didn't 
know how explain to him that it was just his new home. After fifteen minutes Charlie and Scott let Hammett 


pass. He froze on the threshold, looking at Lars, and he straightened a little bit, eyeing him attentively. 


"Don't stand there like a statue, come inl" | hurried him on. | got irritated that he watched.like THAT! "Have 
you brought socks?" 


"Ah..yeah." He finally started to move again and dug into the plastic bag. Nice, he brought exactly those socks | 
wanted him to, the ones made of the thin white wool. But he handed them almost from the spot he was 


standing. 
"Don't you wanna come closer?" 


Kirk licked his lips and reached the bed. Lars blinked, looking up at him. According to his color, he didn't trust 
Hammett that much. 


"Give him your hand and tell your name." | suggested. 
"What? Are you serious?" My friend looked at me like | offered him to make friends with the bed itself. 
"Come onl" | encouraged him. 


Kirk cleared his throat, wiped his sweaty hand on his pants and then gave it to Lars, who probably didn't 


appreciate the gesture or even considered it an attack. 
"Kirk," he said shortly, and you could clearly feel the agitation in his voice. 


Lars gave him his hand in the same unsure way, glancing at me. Finally they shook their hands and the guy 
told Kirk his strange name. 


“Amazing.." Hammett whispered. 

Ahal It felt different when you experienced it yourself, right? 

Right after that, though, he came to his senses and drew back, saying that he and Newsted were gonna wait 
for me upstairs and then made himself scarce. To tell the truth, | didn't get his behavior. Actually, | didn't 
understand what was going on with Kirk at all. He did like..well, those kinda monsters. Fuck, that didn't sound nice. 
But why didn't he even try to make contact with Lars? | had to have a few words with him about that later. 
At the same time, it seemed like Lars was glad that there were only two of us in the room again. But he was 
looking at me expectantly anyway, which started to annoy me. | handed him my socks and nodded at his feet, 
like go ahead, put them on. He gave me a very suspicious look, as if he had doubts about my sanity. He even 
touched them first, just in case. Dude, you've become paranoid, that's bad. And | thought he would be glad, but 
he.probably he needed more time. Maybe when he would stay here alone, he would enjoy in better? 

The guy peered out from me at the shower unit, and asked me cautiously: 

"Kan.. kan jeg tage et brusebad?" 


"What?" 


"Et brusebad." He repeated the last word less confidently and pointed at the shower. 


"The shower?" | guessed. 
"Sho'ver," he repeated clumsily. 


| couldn't understand why | always got so amused when he started to speak my language. Simple and common 


words had never sounded so meltingly awkward, so unfamiliar and amazing. 


He definitely needed to take a shower. | didn’t know if he had any chance to have a wash throughout those 
days. 


"Sure!" | nodded in the affirmative. He didn't hurry to move. It hit me that he hadn't moved freely anywhere 
until now. So | had to gesture him again at the glass shower unit, like, go ahead. They guy slowly put his feet 
on the floor, fixing his eyes on me, and went in the pointed direction. Though, when he got into the stall, | 


realized something... 


"Lars!" | called him. He turned to me sharply. | came to him and now his green eyes looked up at me 
expectantly. | took his hand and pointed at the bandage, then pointed at the shower itself and shook my head, 
giving him to know, that he can't do that. 


"Jeg kan ikke, eller hvad?" What was that? The hint of irritation in his voice? Did he think | made it on 


purpose? 


| had to show clearly with my finger the area on his arms, where were open wounds, and | tried by all means 
to explain him that he couldn't wet them. Seemed like he finally got what | meant and his shoulders dropped 
with frustration. | could relate to that, ‘cause | couldn't live without taking shower too. But | got an idea.. 


Stupid idea. Very stupid idea 


| took his hand and pulled him to the shower unit which, it seemed, confused him even more. | tried to act 
gentle, with no abrupt movements or even a hint of roughness, because if he got the wrong idea, he would 
freak out. | turned his back to me and undid his clinic shirt. He gave me a quick look over his shoulder but 
then helped me to take his simple clothing off. | came around him and reached to the faucet to adjust the 
water. According to the experiments we had the same temperature sensing. Then | pulled my shirt off and 
helped him to get into the shower, holding his arms in a way so he couldn't wet them. | placed his hands 
against the wall above his head, as if | was going to pat him down He glanced at me awkwardly. Green eyes told 
me "I trust you, and | hope | wouldn't regret that." 


| made the water run faster, so now it streamed down his hair in a caressing flow and slithered along his 
body, making it twinkle in the dim light of the frosted lamps. Only after a few minutes | understood that my 
eyes were following that flow, going down with it in my thoughts, sliding over his smooth skin.fuck! 


| had to busy my hands with something since he couldn't wash himself anyway. It was so damn hard not being 


able to talk to him, to explain.the absolute silence was filled with tension. The bottle of shampoo almost fell out 
of my hands. | caught it in the last moment. | squeezed a little bit of it on my palm and started to massage 
his head gently, churning the fragrant pearl liquid. 


Lars threw back his head slightly, exposing himself to my touch. An almost inaudible sound of pleasure escaped 
his parted lips. | myself was close to that, feeling with the tips of my fingers his enjoyment, the thin and 
almost fragile curve of the neck, the silky hair strands.. Eventually | felt uncomfortable looking at his head 
thrown back and almost closed eyes, so | hurried to rinse out the shampoo. | declined to wash him further. | 
already felt my face burning, and the voice had disappeared from my throat. When the last foam flake escaped 
to the drain hole, | dried his hair properly and muffled him in the huge terry towel. The rest he was able to 
do himself. 


As | walked out of ward A-125, Charlie and Scott measured me with their eyes, getting more and more amused 
by my soaked to the skin clothing. | had known that it would be soaked, but | couldn't just strip off there, 
right? What would that poor guy think then? 


"What the hell happened to you?" they asked almost in chorus. 


"He grew a trunk and started to pour water on me through it" | didn't know why | felt so irritated. | had to 
pull myself together ‘cause my mood reminded me of a woman suffering from premenstrual syndrome. At 
least it must have looked like that to everybody else. Then | noticed their facial expressions. They clearly 
wondered if | was joking or if Lars had turned into a Heffalump for real. "Come on, guys, don't be stupid. | just 
helped him to turn on the shower, which was fixed dead to the ceiling. So it rained all over me." 


"Ah." Charlie answered. "That what took you so long? We were already thinking of coming in and checking on 


you." 


"By the way, how did he react?" Scott got curious when we finally moved to the elevator. 


| guess he waited for me to begin to eviscerate him." | didn't want to talk about that with Charlie and Scott. 
They were good guys, but | still didn't want to talk with them about Lars. They wouldn't treat him as an equal 
anyway. He was a “suspected object" for them too. Not a big surprise, since they were trained on the military 
base. The fact that they still could feel some human emotions was already a miracle. It was sort of thanks to 
Lemmy, who was a military veteran himself, but not as sophisticated as those whom I'd met in my life. And he 
had been keeping his fosterlings within adequate bounds. 


Gradually, | noticed that | couldn't keep the conversation alive with my colleagues anymore. Even with my own 
friends. If anything, | wouldn't take work home this weekend. Just to devote time to myself. Maybe | should go 
to the ocean, like the last time, or show the guys a tune I'd written two weeks ago. And it wouldn't hurt to 

find a new drummer guy too. Or it would be impossible to perform anywhere, if | would stay behind the drum 


kit. And | wasn't that good at it anyway, so.. 


God, what | was thinking? | was trying to think about anything than what had happened in the shower. Well, 


nothing really had happened, but on the other hand.this time | didn't even said good bye properly, just flown 
outta there like an idiot. 


I'd learned that | needed breaks between our meetings. Lars was like one of those psychedelic rotating pictures 
that makes everything sway in your vision if you look at them too long. | felt quite the same after talking to 
him. So | needed to shake it off, clear my mind, and find out why the hell Kirk didn't try to make his biggest 


dream come true.. 


Chapter 9 
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Probably the most pleasant thing in this comparatively new world was a quite old ocean. So old that even 
thinking about it was weird. Well, about as weird as wondering if the Universe had an end. It was surreal to 


imagine. 


| was glad that | had enough sense to flee to the ocean The guys couldn't go with me, because Jason, being 
homesick for nature, went back to his family's ranch and Kirk was beckoned by another date. 


Me, | felt myself as a tumbleweed: got no family, got no relationships, at least | got my friends! Well, | had two 
stepbrothers and a sister, but we hadn't talked for a long time. It sounded lame but | couldn't call them a 


family in the full sense of the word. 


Last time we'd met was about half year ago; we hung out, exchanged stock questions, | guffed around with my 
nephews, and that was it. We had way more warm relationships even with Jay and Kirk. By the way, Newsted 
offered to let me go with him to the ranch, said his parents would be glad to see me, but | declined. | 
understood perfectly that sometimes you become sick and tired of work, of colleagues, and you just want to 
find yourself in the shelter of your native and sweet home. Sad to say, | hadn't a place like that. Our old house, 
where we had been living all together for the time that our father lived with us and mom was still alive, was 
sold long ago. | couldn't say that there were any bright memories anyway, but still | hadn't had a “native place" 
for a very long time, and the apartment | lived in was kinda.a bachelor's lair that always stays like that till 
you start to live there with your loved one. | knew | had become too maudlin through the years, but when you 
reach your thirties, you do want to wake up with somebody in the morning, you want to be waited for, want 
to wait, want to do things for somebody, want to travel together. For now | had only brainiac Viky and my 
favorite car as a family. | didn't complain, it was OK, and the guys never gave me a chance to feel too lonely, 


but it was clear as day that friends couldn't replace everybody else. 


| narrowed my eyes slightly, peering at the sunset lava spreading across the sky on the horizon Waves 
crashed down with a powerful splash onto the huge rocks near the foot of the cliff | was sitting at. | liked this 
place. | escaped here whenever possible. Here - like nowhere else - you could feel that you still lived on the 
same ‘mother Earth’ that had been inhabited by all the previous generations, including those whose music | 
grabbed from that network black hole which mysteriously appeared after the global collapse. Sometimes the 
city suffocated me, as if we lived in a plastic box. A very neat, aseptic plastic box. Exactly like Dickinson's 


office, like my own apartment, and | had neither patience nor desire to turn it into a snug home. 


Eh, thoughts of work held me hard even here. | wished | could just enjoy the fresh breeze which touched me 
with microscopic drops of the salty water, just feel the sand under my feet and the tufts of weak grass that 


pierced through here and there. When you came here from the city, it seemed like you became slightly deaf, 


and only the whistle of the wind and a roar of the riptide proved you were wrong. 


There weren't hundreds of voices, and nerve-racking car horns, and endless traffic lights, and force shields. I'd 
already told Kirk that if anything would happen to me, | wanted my ashes scattered in this place. Both of us 
had been drunk as hell back then, so he had pulled me to him making our foreheads almost touch, and started 
to tell me what an amazing friend | was and how he would do anything, and so on and so forth. | chuckled, 
recalling how his eyes had already started to look asquint after a bottle of whiskey. Strange enough, but he 


remembered that conversation. 


| woke up to reality, when the sun almost completely disappeared somewhere beneath the water's surface. 
Immediately | felt that it had become chilly here, giving me a little shiver and goosebumps. Despite that, it was 
really nice here, but | had to get back to the city. | had to call Viki and tell her to set a dinner program. 
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On Monday we all felt way better; it seemed the tension that was felt on Friday came to naught. Jason 
brought us cherry buns his mother gave him for the journey. He treated us first when we gathered in his 
laboratory. Damn, homemade food was something amazing! Why the hell had Jason decided to move to the 


city? | would never do that. 


Kirk looked very content and we didn't even have to query him about his rendezvous. Only guys with such a 
sweet baby face can get into girl's panties on the very first date. He had "you can trust me, | will love you 


forever and never hurt you" written all over him. And the bastard enjoyed the advantage. 


We sat for a while, chatted, told how we each passed the weekend. The most pleasant thing was that our 
bracelets kept quiet. It meant that Monday would be calm. We all knew it wouldn't last long. Blood and tissue 
tests would be done within the next few days, and then itd be time to move to the next step. It meant 
researches, meetings and other crap like that. 


As soon as | thought about it, Kirk's bracelet lit up. 

"Here we go, Dickinson wants something." my friend grumbled. 

"Good morning, Hammett," he started in a business-like manner, and without waiting to be greeted back, he got 
straight to the point. "I've got your report. Now you have to go to the A-125 and take readings. Check on the 
Experimental subject, and if you would notice any deviation, send me a brief report. You can take somebody 


from security if you need." 


According to the disappeared image, Bruce didn't expect any other answer than affirmative. Hammett looked a 
bit frustrated. 


"Now why does it have to be me? Let Mustaine's group do that." he noted, almost sad. 


"Kirk, what's you problem?" | couldn't help asking. "It was you who warmed our ears that you like to study 


mutations and that you're sick and tired of studying all the other shit." 


"By the way, | expected you would show more initiative toward it too," Jason nodded, sending the rest of the 


bun into his mouth. 

"Well.he.he's different." Kirk hesitated, trying to find the right words. 

"No shit! Everybody noticed that, that's why he's here," | quipped. 

"Not at all, James!" He was angry with himself for not being able to express his thoughts the right way. "He 
looks like a person too much..Damn, | mean he |S a person, but with a genetic deviation Anomaly, if you want. 
Yes, we haven't studied him completely yet, and maybe there's something else about him. But. don't wanna 
feel like you do. don't want to become acquainted with him, | don't wanna see in him anything except an 
Experimental subject. Or we'll come to a deadlock At the same time, he's weird, he doesn't look like us. | don't 
feel comfortable around him. You know, it's one thing when it's mutants in a movie, or like those we saw in the 
University..the real monsters, created by the beginning of the new era. But this is a completely different 
thing!" 

"| got you, | feel the same," Newsted agreed pensively. "It's way easier for me to work with the specimens in 
the laboratory. We're here to study, not to buddy up with him. He'll become a part of the laboratory, part of 
the researches. That's not the way it works." 

"You're such cowards, guys," | shook my head. "You're afraid of yourselves." 


"im not afraid, | just don't want it, OK?" my curly haired friend lashed out. 


"Ok, ok.But you wouldn't dare disobey Dickinson, so you have to go. Ill go with you," | jumped off of the table, 


giving him a meaningful glance. 
“Thanks, James." | guessed it was relief on his face. 


"But!" | accented. "I won't interfere. You're gonna do it and contact him all by yourself. Il be right there just in 


case." 

Hammett gave me a heavy look and moved to the door in silence. 

"Call if you need anything, guys," Jason said after. "See you in the cafe." 
EK 


Kirk exhaled, putting himself together, and pushed the door to the ward. When we entered the room, | could 


feel that he'd lost his courage even being behind his back. | closed the door and we stopped for a moment, 


hesitating to go further. It was clear that something was wrong. 


Lars was sitting on his bad among creased sheets and blankets, the pillow was thrown to the floor, and the 
indexes on the screen warned us about that they're out of norm. He looked shrunken into himself, his fingers 
dug into his shoulders, scratching the skin with his nails. 


"Hey, what's wrong with him?" Kirk asked worriedly, turning to me sharply. 


"Dunno..go check him." My throat tightened. | wanted to fling myself to him, but | promised not to interfere or 


Kirk would run away again. | would just be around and help him if needed. 


Hammett got a grip on himself and went straight to him. Lars lifted up his reddened tear-stained face, 
contorted with some sophisticated mix of emotions. | was daunted by that look. The strangest thing, even when 
Kirk came to him, was that the color of his lines remained the same deep shade of purple instead of changing 


into gray. Something in him had overpowered fear. 


"Hey..." Kirk almost lost his voice. His brows knitted on the bridge of his nose, showing an extreme level of 


concern. "What's going on with you?" 


It was probably the first time he had talked to him as a rational person. The guy looked at him, still digging his 


nails into his skin. It seemed like he tried to tear off his own lines. 


"JEG HADER DET!" He shouted, scratching the lines even more furiously. "Hvorfor mig?! Jeg bor i dette helvede 


på grund af dem! Jeg er et monster" 


"Whoa, easy." Kirk took his wrists, not letting him do any harm to himself. "The hell is wrong with you..are you 
hurt?" 


"Did you hear? He said something like ‘monster'!" | didn't miss that detail. 


Kirk looked deep in thought and kept holding his hands. Actually, the guy didn't resist, abandoned to his own 
despair. Then Hammett seemed to come to a decision He ran the tips of his fingers across Lars' skin, hardly 
touching his arms above the bandages, where red scratches crossed his lines. | watched in disbelief how Kirk's 
palm sheepishly reached toward the face of the one he called ‘experimental subject just a few minutes ago. 
Lars flinched, looking up at him. An endless desperation flooded his eyes. 


"Hvad vil du have fra mig?" he asked tiredly and almost apathetically. 
‘Monster - no," Kirk said that very clearly and shook his head. 


Lars lowered his eyes, and it looked like he had reached that moment when everything around you seems 


hopeless and insuperable. Hammett clicked his bracelet and asked Jason to bring a sedative. Newsted didn't even 


ask why..he probably thought it might be for Kirk himself. 
"| guess he's angry with his own body lines." he offered. 
"You think? Is that why he scratched himself?" 


"| don't see any other reasons..He considers himself a monster." Kirk looked at him with sympathy. "Sooner or 


later, a creature with any deviations goes through this period. He blames his nature for what happens." 
"Hammett, how the hell could you know that by hearing only one word?" 
"If you would watch the same movies as | do." Kirk began. 


That's when my patience came to an end and | sat down near Lars. My gestures weren't as wary as my 
friend's. For some reason, especially being in his company, | felt myself more a master of the situation. It 
sounded wrong, | knew that. | meant, in comparison, that Lars almost ‘belonged’ while Hammett meanwhile had 
made only first steps. | even forgot for a moment that there was not much difference between us. So | sat 


and unceremoniously embraced his shoulders, inclining my head to him. 


"Lars?" He seemed to wake from a stupor, lifting up to me his dull eyes. | knew that only intonation could help 
here, since we couldn't talk anyway, so | had to add warmth in my voice. "What's with the mess you made 
here, hmm?" 


His eyes immediately filled with tears, and - totally unexpected for me - the guy clutched hold of my white 
shirt, pressing into me as if | could hide him from himself. | was taken aback by that, really. As well as Kirk, | 
guess. | looked confusedly at the top of his head with its tumbled chestnut hair, tugged under my chin. There 
was nothing to do but to hug him back The warmth radiating from him was almost on verge of fever. Despite 
the visible muscle definition of the lean body, he still felt kinda fragile. He and Kirk had somewhat similar 
stature, but again | hadn't hug Hammett.like that. 


As soon as | patted his hair, he finally let loose his feelings and his breath, bursting out with a sob, burnt my 
chest. Now what did | have to do with him? | kept petting his back and head, looking helplessly at Kirk, who 
gave me a stare in reply. But both of us went numb till Jason came. 

"What's go--" he checked himself. "What's wrong with him?" 

"Well, | suppose he figured out why he's been dragged here, and now he blames his..peculiarities on it. He 
scratched all his arms," Hammett explained, taking the syringe and an ampule of sedative that Newsted had 
brought. 

Shit.should we tell anybody? Call?" 


"You'd better not," | said threateningly, without interrupting what I'd been doing. "A shedload of people would 


run in here and begin to hound him, and he would lose it. Right now we should just help him quietly to come 


around and that's it. By the way, what did you bring there?" 
"Well, it's..Vinilarium, will that do?" He didn't even try to argue, and now he answered as if being on the exams. 
"Good. | didn't want to give him anything brutal and Vinilarium will just help him to relax." 


Of all of us, only Kirk knew how to make injections. Lars underreacted to our actions, just wincing a little bit 
when the needle punctured the vein. Hammett decided to bandage his hands above the elbow too. Then | 
managed to get him into bed, which Jason helped us to change. He took the pillow from the floor, shook it off 
and punched it into shape, and rearranged the sheet. And | tucked in the fallen silent guy. He looked at me with 


sad, sleepy eyes, not wanting to let me out of view. 


"Come on, man, stop tearing my heart apart. Go back to sleep," | patted his head once again, and he, it seemed, 
finally surrendered. | heard how the door slammed behind my back. Kirk went away, as it turned out. 


| found him not so far from a cafe. It was Sonia who suggested where he went. My friend was sitting on the 
bench, with his feet astraddle, and he held a cigarette in his fingers. | hadn't seen him smoking for five years. 
When he lifted his eyes up at me, there was blame in them, as if he asked me "and what do | have to do 
now?" 


| didn't know it myself, Kirk. | didn't know. 
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Right when | took a tray with my breakfast and went away from the yogurt machine, | noticed that Lemmy 
came to our table in the further corner of the cafe. And he looked moody. To tell the truth, | even panicked 
that Bruce may have found out something about that breakdown of the Inwrought one. 

"Professor Kilmister," | greeted him worriedly, loading the content of my tray onto the table near Jason's hand. 
"Yeah, hi, James," his voice sounded tired and even more strident than ever. 

"Is anything wrong?" Kirk took the words out of my mouth, obviously he thought the same. 

"Do you remember Alex?" 

"Which Alex?" 

"Wagner, from the Chemical department,” Kilmister said slightly edgily. 

"Sure! Me and Jay did practical work with him." Hammett roused himself immediately. "Did anything happen?" 
"He had an accident early this morning," he sighed heavily and was quick to add, seeing fear on my friends’ 
faces. "He's alive. He was transported to the nearby pavilion; our medics did their best. They say he's in a 
critical condition, but his injuries are not thought to be life-threatening." 

‘Oh my god." Newsted frowned, trying to digest what he heard. 


"But what happened?" 


"Such a fucking stupid thing it makes me mad." Lemmy rolled his eyes tiredly. "Do you remember him bragging 
recently that he bought a videocover for the windshield?" 


"Wha--?" here we were again, | was out of the picture. 


"Hetfield, it as if you were born yesterday, really!" he snapped. "The ad of that videocover for the windshield 
has been rotating lately through all the stupid channels. You stick it, connect to the dashboard, and you can 


watch movies right on your windshield When camping or when you have to wait for a long time in the car." 
"So?" Kirk hurried him up. The coffee was forgotten and even stopped effusing its inviting curl of steam. 


"Well, he was driving this morning and that fucking thing switched on. He didn't react in time and crashed into 
an oncoming car. But fortunately, the family in that car didn't get hurt, except that the driver got a pretty 
nasty fracture. Luckily they were just thrown away to the side of the road while Alex was sent right into a 
ditch." 


"Fuck." Hammett pressed his fist to his lips, so his words sounded sullen. “Though..this thing must work only 


when the vehicle doesn't move, mustn't it?" 


"Oh, Hammett, what a naive question! You should perfectly well know that not everything always works as it 
should, especially if it was shown on the shop-channel and was spammed even in bracelets! Something became 
wedged there and the damn cover switched on right in the middle of the road. | can't even imagine who 


invented such crazy useless shit!" 


We all went silent, pressed down by such heavy news early in the morning. Obviously | didn't know Wagner as 
well as my friends did, but he was a good fella. Even though he was older than us by I0-I5 years, he looked 
like an agemate: not tall, slim, with a funny ruffled straw-colored hair. At that, he was always smiling, cheerful 
and easy-going. He'd never had a quarrel with anyone. And besides, he was a high specialist. He was always held 
up as an example in the meetings, like, he was the youngest specialist among those who had ever worked in the 
Center. While still in high school, he discovered some unbelievably important formula.! wasn't great at all that 
shit. The main thing was that he had been taken to the Center's laboratory as a probationer, and when he 
graduated from University and successfully defended a few scientific works, he became one of the leading 
specialists. 


"OK, guys, | gotta go." Lemmy patted the table and stood up. Then he leaned forward to us again and 
attentively looked each of us in the eye. "| always say, safety is above anything else. Don't chase after all that 
trendy crap, guys. All of that is aimed at the youngsters. At the same time..apparently Wagner isn't a fool but 
fell for that hook though. Oh, I'll give him what-for when he snaps out of it." 


"Thanks for telling us, professor!" Kirk said to him. He waved away at that, without turning to us. 


"Man, | feel so sorry for Alex." Newsted pursed his lips in a tight line, thoughtlessly stirring the already melted 


sugar in his coffee. 


"The Second pavilion will fix him, there's no doubt about that," | tried to cheer up my friends. | didn't even 
have to dissemble, | mean, the best medical staff of the country worked in the Second pavilion of the Center. 
There weren't any other hospitals that could compare with it in terms of equipment and innovation 


technologies. 


"Yeah, you're right. It's just.Alex is one of those people who have to be favoured highly by life. He treated 


everybody so well" Hammett sipped from his cup and made a wry face - his coffee had gotten cold long ago. 
During the rest of the breakfast we tried to shake off the oppressive feeling after the conversation by 
chatting about some nonsense. To tell the truth, | wanted to sneak to my office as soon as possible, so | could 


take one thing there. 
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| came to A-125 and found the guy right when he poked phlegmatically some substance in his bowl with a 


Spoon. 
However he put it aside once he saw me. 

"Hil" | greeted him enthusiastically, closing the door behind me. 
"Hi," he repeated diffidently, slightly smiling. 


"Woah! You're quick to grasp!" It really amazed me! He had noticed that | said that word every time | visited 


him. 

He looked way better today. Tired, depressed, but way more calm. | didn't escape notice that his patterns still 
were pastel lilaceous. The constant fear had subsided these days, but in its place appeared..what was that? - 
sadness? Desperation? Sorrow? How should | know? 

| put a plastic bag on the floor near the bed and came closer, watching what he was doing there. 


"Do you have lunch?" 


Lars looked up at me and shrugged, conclusively putting the spoon aside. According to the amount of food (| 
guessed it was food), he hadn't even tried it. 


"Why don't you eat? Not hungry?" | pointed at the bowl. 
Lars made a wry face: "Jeg kan ikke spise det lort. Jeg må hellere sulte ihjel." 


"It does sound beautiful, but what could that mean?" | scratched my head. "Let me try it, you don't mind, do 


you?" 


The guy looked at me questioningly, but it didn't seem that he was very interested in what | was going to do 
with his bowl. So | scooped a bit of that thing (if the research council found that out, they would admonish me 
in a way that would be heard even in a Fourth pavilion across the road! Traces of the unstudied biological 


material and all that stuff). | sniffed at it, and it smelled sourish. | didn't want to try it anymore, but now that 
they had given it to him, it meant nothing would happen to me either. Eh, screw it, lets do this! 


It tasted like..nothing. Sure there was some weird flavor, but nothing appetizing, nothing that reminded me of 
real food. | thought | could eat some tasteless nutritional liquid meal with the same result. And besides, it just 
felt unpleasant - if you would imagine pinhead cereal, mixed with water to the point of a very liquid state, it 


would give you an idea of the shit | was eating right now. | couldn't stuff into myself more than one spoon. 
"The fuck is that?" | screwed up my face. "Are you sure this is food?" 


Judging from the fact that that slush was in a nice bowl, which looked exactly like those in which we were 
served a food at the cafe, a spoon and a glass of water, indeed it was his lunch. Lars chuckled bitterly, like 
‘you made a wry face eating only one spoon, and | have to eat it every day: Maybe that was the reason he 


seemed to have lost some weight? 


| quickly clicked on the monitor with a flexible scanner and interfaced it to be able to see his weight indexes. 
The system quickly scanned a sitting guy, analyzed all the characters of the body and its tissues, and output 
"IIT pounds." | scrolled through a few pages of the virtual medical record and found that when he got here, his 
indexes were "132 pounds." It was pretty serious that he lost 13 pounds in IO days. | took his bowl and defiantly 
flushed the contents of it down the toilet. Lars eyed with curiosity what | was doing, especially when | got into 
my plastic bag. Actually | had been going to eat it myself at my office, but such being the case.. 


"Heh, poor thing..one day Mustaine's group carves you, then they stuff you with some pig-swill.how on earth 


could one live without a normal food, hmm?" Sure thing, no reply ever came. 


"Hvad laver du?" He asked me curiously, watching me getting out of the bag a disposable container with real 


food. 


"Yeah, yeah, it's for you," | assured him, unpacking plastic boxes, which, fortunately, kept perfectly the 
temperature of the food. Once | opened the box, a transparent curl of aroma rose up. | noted with enjoyment 
how the nostrils of his turned-up nose flickered, immediately detecting the spicy smell of the baked meat with 
potato. Then | opened a tall cup of cappuccino. Also, | almost forgot about the Greek salad. His eyes rounded 
amusingly, when | was pulling all of that out of my bag. Like | was the magician conjuring a rabbit out of a hat 
- its hard to explain what that meant.in very old shows, back in the day, it had been very popular thing). 


"Here you are, dude, help yourself,” | said, pleased with myself, and pointed at the ‘thrown party: 
"Hvad? Er det for mig?" He asked something again, looking at me. 


| moved it up to him and gave him a fork (and | would be punished for that too, even more severe than the 
previous one. Lemmy would be especially furious.) Judging by how fast Lars flung himself on the food, 

everything here was more than familiar to him. | saw how his hands slightly trembled when he reached for 
another piece. He ate so greedily and with such great relish that he even closed his eyes. Olive oil from the 
salad glistened on his lips. He sent a scrap of meat into his mouth with a moan of pleasure. | even felt a bit 


abashed, watching him eating my lunch like a wolf. And | had thought | would have to show him that he can 


eat it, that it wasn't dangerous and stuff. | didn't know whether he trusted me already, or if he was THAT 
hungry that he didn't care about his own safety.. 


He left some food. That figures! So much normal food at once! | hoped we had the same digestive system, 
enzymes and all that. | didn't want to explain -- if anything would happen -- why it happened.. 


"Tak, J'ames!" He said heartily, looking at me with gratitude. 
"Do you like it?" | smiled and sat near him. He smiled back. 
"Det var bedste mad jeg nogensinde har spise!" 


| was glad that this time | didn't forget to switch on the recorder in the bracelet. It was time to start to 
deciphering his speech. | still didn't know how | was gonna do that, so | had to come up with something as soon 
as possible. If Bruce thought that | was useless, he would not only suspend me, but also downgrade me. 


However, | didn't have to waste time. | brought with me some copies of mathematical equations again. | needed 
to know his intelligence level anyway. Not without hesitation (I still remembered how he slapped my hand when | 
tried to give him the paper for the first time), | handed him a list of equations of different degrees of 
complexity: from the easiest elementary school cases to the higher levels of math with logarithms, quotients, 
and radicals. | had to admit that | couldn't even solve anything down that half of the list myself. On second 


thought, | gave him a calculator and all the necessary tables and formulas. 


So.lets try it again," | started carefully and put a sheet of paper, a pen, and the rest of the implements on 
his knees. 


Lars run an eye over the contents and asked without too much enthusiasm in his voice: 


"Skal jeg læse disse ligninger? For hvad?" He sighed but settled to go deep into thin lines. The first five cases, 
the easiest ones, he solved without missing a beat. Though he pondered those which went further, but solved 
them pretty fast too. Eventually, half an hour later, he reached the high school level equations. Me, | didn't 
remember much about algebra. Lars took thought, scratched his nose with the tip of the pen, trying to 
remember something, then he checked out the table but solved them after all, except for the last two. After 
that, he returned the sheet and the pen to me. 


"Her gar vil Jeg kan ikke lose resten," he informed me. Then he smirked and added: "Du er nødt til at gore dit 


hjemmearbejde ved digselv alligevel." 


| decided to smile too, just in case, and pulled the right answers out of my pocket. | whistled in appreciation 
comparing the results. He knew school-time tuition perfectly, except for a couple of minor mistakes in the 
most difficult equations. Damn, was it possible that he had been going to school? Or had he been taught by 
someone that good? He certainly wasn't an indigo, but nor was he a fool. Clearly, he was very clever and well- 


educated guy! 


Lars burst out laughing, seeing my astonished and amused facial expression 
" Har du tænkt jeg er dum?" He shook his head and chuckled again. 


He laughed in such a warm way. I'd never heard it before. By the way, the most pleasant thing was that the 
color of his pattern returned to the zero meridian. | had managed to bring him back to his normal state. | 


guessed he was pleased with himself by being able to show me his knowledge and amaze me by it. 
| stumbled upon an idea. | reached my bag and fished a magazine out of it. 


"And how about this, smartass?" Now it was my turn to smirk when the guy rounded his eyes in shock, 
studying the cover with a naked, big breasted woman. It was almost impossible to find a paper version now. 
Only in some online-shops with all kinds of old junk from the First Era. Probably they all already knew my 


nickname perfectly. 


He looked so funny gazing at the magazine. | handed it to him and he took the magazine in his hands way more 


sheepishly than the list of equations. 
"Du bragte mig porno magasin?" He swallowed. 
"What did you say? You know what ‘porno magazine’ means?" 


Now it was my turn to stare wide-eyed at him. Meanwhile the guy flipped a few pages and his cheeks became 
more and more red. Getting to the most explicit poster, he squirmed, stumbling upon my gaze, and tried to sit 
in a way so | couldn't see his arousal. And his lines turned a brand new shade - wine red. Was it a shade of 


passion? Wow! | was piling on the revelations today! 


"Hey, you're a tough man, as | see! You like meat and watch porn!" | burst out laughing and jokingly patted his 
head. He bent down funny, returning gradually to his normal color. "Maybe you know about player too?" 


It felt like he didn't know what should he expect from me next, when | reached into my pocket. However, he 


beamed once he caught a sight of the small, flat player. Three terabytes of the old music from the First Eral 


He reached out his hands to me before | even offered it to him. He looked puzzled for only a few moments 


after stumbling upon the foreign interface but figured it out pretty soon, digging through my sacral supply. 
"Kan jeg have dette? Venligst?" He drawled. Usually kids use this kind of tone to get money out of parents. 


| smiled and nodded. He hugged me impulsively, whooping with joy, but quickly regained his self-control and drew 
back. Lars hurriedly put the headphones on and almost forgot about me. | understood that | had to leave him 
alone. | didn't want to disturb him, so | picked up all the expended serviceware with the leftovers and waved 


off. Absolutely happy, Lars waved at me back and settled himself in bed, tapping enthusiastically on the gadget. 


| wish | knew if he liked this kind of music. 
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‘James, what's with this boring rhythm?" Kirk muted his strings and screwed up his face, watching me 
drumming mechanically. "It's like you're somewhere else." 


"Actually, I'm a guitar player, if you forgot," | fixed Hammett with a keen gaze from under my eyebrows. "l 


play drums only because none of you can play them at all” 


Its nobody's fault that you didn't like any drummer we've invited to play..Who lasted longest, Jay? That guy - 
Duke?" 


"Nah, Duke played with us two weeks, while Mars was in the band almost a month." 
"Right! Mars!" Kirk turned to me again. "You're so hard to please, | still can't understand what he did wrong." 


"He was.kinda.." | took the drumsticks in one hand and rested my fist on my thigh. "Dunno.He didn't feel the 
rhythm guitar.” 


Kirk gave up and looked down at the neck of his guitar, plucking some sophisticated bluesy melody. Beautiful 
gold light spilled from beneath the raised garage door, creating a honey halo from axe-mar's hair. | smelled the 
thick sweet scent of the grass, flowers, and numerous trees from the park that began right near the 
Hammetts' house. | wanted to appear there right now so much. Suddenly | understood that | moved from one 
box to another. And all these boxes had something similar..And | already started to doubt if | was attracted to 


nature or to the other time.. 
"And in any case all of it is some kind of shit” 
"What does that mean?" Newsted lowered his bass and it hung its head sadly to the side. 


"Just look at it, | play on a pile of electronic pancakes, and you play some flat crap that doesn't even have real 


strings! They..fuck, look like they're painted on!" 
"Listen, Het, the newest touch sensitive tools were incorporated here and." 


"Exactly! That's what I'm talking about, Nerdy! All of it isn't reall" 


"Don't argue with him, Jay, he just went nuts on the year one when the instruments occupied a half of the 
room, and had wires for a motherfucker,” Kirk rolled his eyes and put the guitar aside. 


"You won't understand." | shook my head and stood up from the drum kit. 
"Beggars can't be choosers!" Hammett snorted. 


"Come on, guys, what are we gonna say at the meeting tomorrow? Have you made all the reports?" Jason 


picked up a bottle of mineral water that hissed seductively when he opened the cap. 
"Oh fuck, Newsted, you definitely know how to cheer us up!" | drawled moaning. 


‘Im serious!" He scraped back his hair into a ponytail and sat down on the box. You could easily break your 


legs in Kirk's garage. 


Not in a smooth way, but our conversation moved to work again. It haunted us. | didn't know about the other 
guys but | lost sleep. | could sleep only when we drank our asses off in a bar, or when | slung back half of a 
bottle of whiskey myself. Because once | woke up in the middle of the night, the thoughts immediately crawled 
into my head. They were very strange and annoying thoughts. Like that | was laying there, in my bed, and 
somewhere a few miles away in the academic district, in the ward that was on the level lower than metro, 


The Inwrought-one was laying in his bed too. Maybe he was sleeping, maybe he was listening to my player. 


By the way, the most amazing thing was that the next day when | visited him, Lars blabbered a mile a minute 
something in his native language, pointing at the thin gadget. Only his intonations and his fiery eyes told me 
that he was in raptures. He didn't stop amazing me. Within my recollection he was the fifth person who liked 
this music. Kirk, Jason, Scott. got them hooked on "my music." Also Professor Kilmister. | knew it sounded 
incredible, but now that tough man drove his car listening to what I'd fished out for him from the Network 
Hole. 


In general, the fact that Lars had embraced my music bought me much attention. Because of that, all the 
departments looked at me askew and smirked; the topic of our friendship became a hit among gossips. The 
Experiment Department fucked me down Two days ago Mustaine and | met in the toilet and he started to 
showboat, cracking his moronic jokes. In short, | shoved him into a wall and we would have fought if Bob didn't 
break us up. It was caused by the fact that | had told the others at the meeting about the food and player. 


At first Bruce Bruce became furious! Man, his face looked one-sided because of the anger! 


After that | had to fight my corner a good hour, telling them how I'd managed to return him to the zero 
meridian, and how he'd lost some weight while being in here. Dickinson stopped yelling and ordered Jason to run 
some tests on how food affected his stomach, blood composition and so on. | felt sorry that | couldn't explain 
to Lars why the hell he was dragged from one office of the level of to another and why they shoved all kinds 
of tubes into all the holes they managed to shove them in. But now he could officially eat normal food. During 
the week they studied carefully everything they needed and determined that our digestive systems were 


identical. Unless his ration was way more healthy than we allowed ourselves. Nothing fried, nothing fat- 
containing and all that crap. Dickinson said that if | tried to feed him something | bought for myself at least 
once, he would throw me out. Well, Lars was happy already with that. It seemed he got into the swing of 
things. One day | found him having breakfast and he gave me a smile, pointed at his food and said "tak" | 
already figured out that it meant "thank you." He said it every time | made something good for him. 


XE% 

On Thursday morning | got a message in my bracelet - Jason called me and Kirk to his office, | guessed he 
found something. Judging by the fact he invited not only Hammett but me too, it must have related somehow 
to the Inwrought-one. So | minimized the window with my linguistic projects and hurried to the laboratory of 
our Gray Wing. | met Jess again along the way, she smiled so sweet, and wrinkled her nose in such a cute way 
when she laughed..At such moments | understood clearly that | had gotten too deeply involved in the 
experimental dude's problems. | had to go to the Statistic Department this evening and ask her to dinner. I'd do 
that today no matter what. | had to quit postponing my own life! 

Newsted was sitting in his laboratory obviously stunned by something. | even noticed a slight disorder on his 
table! And it was a sign already..Kirk flew in hot on my heels. We took our usual places and started to listen to 
why Nerdy gathered us together. 

"Spill it out, Jay, what is it?" our curly friend demanded impatiently. 

"Its..amazing!" he exhaled. 


"Well, we already got it. Speak up!" | was annoyed that he didn't get down to business too. 


Newsted stood up and went to his laboratory room, then he brought out a small rounded test glass with a 


piece of something in it. 

"Here," he said, putting it before us. 

"Here what?" we asked, almost in chorus. 

"What is it, Nerdy," | came closer. 

"A specimen of the Experimental subject's skin integument." 


"Gah! Sonovabitch!" It made me turn around. "Is that those pieces which had been cut out of Lars? This is 
disgusting, Newsted!" 


"Hey, chill man! Why do you react like that? You're a hunter after alll" 


First of all, | hunt only under license and only for the sake of saving certain settlements. You know that 


hunting was prohibited for many centuries. Far be it from me to tell you about the attacks of wild animals on 
farms. | just help people and- " 


"Yeah, yeah, you go, we got it!" Kirk interrupted me impatiently. "So, Jason, what's wrong and why are you 
showing us this thing?" 


"Dudes, open your peepers! The specimens were taken.when? More than ten days ago, right?" he started 


heatedly, almost trembling from the excitement. Even his gown sat on him a bit clumsily. 


"So?" It was unpleasant to me to look at the contents of the test glass. It was. didn't know..knowing the person 
sat a few dozen meters under you and a piece of his arm was right before your eyes. There was something 


gross and unhealthy in it. 
"Doesn't it surprise you that signs of putrefaction only now started to appear? Hardly noticeable!" 


"Well, you probably spilled something on it, you're a chemist after alll And biologist, and some other kind of 
'ologist'.." 


"No! That's the point, James! | made experiments with one specimen.by the way, his skin is affected by acids 
and alkali just like ours and." 


"Thanks god you didn't try that right on him" | was sincerely grateful for that, or else if you could only give 
Department of the Experiments its head! There was something perverted in their work. | saw how they had 
been doing pretty unpleasant things with an impartial attitude. | had seen many things in the course of the 
years. | sort of could understand that, it must be their professional streak, because for me personally, | would 


let it all hang out long ago if | was in their shoes. 

"Wait a minute, basically you're trying to say.." Kirk started astonished. 

"Exactly! His tissues have an amazing viability! Also a part of his pattern disappeared completely." 
‘No way..ten days have passed." Here we went, Hammetts eyes sparkled, 


"And what has caused that? Does he differ at the cellular level or what?" | still couldn't understand how 


should | react to this. 


"No, the composition of his tissues and cellules is the same, however the area with pattern.there's some 


special chemical composition." 


"By the way, according to the course of the patterns, it might be somehow related to his spinal cord." Kirk 
supposed thoughtfully and began to examine the test glass through various apps in his bracelet. Sophisticated 
formulas and species appeared immediately on the thin holographic projection, it looked even more tricky to me 


than the language Lars spoke. 


‘lm wondering if he--well, if he can regenerate like a lizard, | mean growing a new tail,” | inquired. 
"| don't know, | have to take a look at his arms.." Newsted shrugged. 


"l'Il be right back," | understood that | needed to go to him right now. Or else Nerdy would stumble upon a 
‘bright idea and would think up some more crap like demanding to fucking cut off his hand and see if it grew 


back! 
"Hey, where are you dashing?! The meeting is in twenty minutes!" Hammett shouted behind my back. 
"IIl be on time! I'll make this quick!” 


The door shut behind me. | needed to hurry up indeed. | had to find the necessary information so | would have 
an answer if the research group came up with some questions and ideas relating to how they could find that 
out. | understood that | could switch it up as the situations demanded, maybe | just wanted to run in and see 


him early this morning.. 


| flew into the elevator only just in time to press the pass; very serious people (some of them wore gray 
uniforms, the others were in the same gowns as me) looked at me askew in stark displeasure that | disturbed 
their morning gloom. Actually | didn't give a fuck, the most important thing was that | managed to squash in 
Also, as luck would have it, the Grey Wing was located pretty far from the level | needed, so you could lose 
track of time while passing all the checking and registrations. Finally | came rushing up to the A-125, sliding at 
the corners. | had to stop and take a breath so | wouldn't burst into a ward as a fury. 


| managed to enter so quietly that | didn't even wake him up. | came to the bed almost on tiptoes and took a 
chair near it. He might have looked like a regular sleeping kid if not for pastel-azure lines on his body. Man, if 
only you could see him.He looked so peaceful and serene. He spread his bandaged arms across the pillow, a 
strand of a chestnut hair was caught under his cheek, adhering obtrusively to his lips. Soft, slightly opened 
lips... 


Probably | squeaked by my boot, because he suddenly opened wide his eyes, and for a moment before he 
recognized me, his pattern became almost black, and his pulse broke into a run, showing a three-figure 
number on the screen. 

"Hey, sorry!" | raised my hands apologetically. "I didn't mean to scare you... 

"H-hi.." he sighed out, pressing his hand to his chest. "Du skræmte mig!" 


"Look, | don't have much time. need to take a look at your arms." 


| reached out for his arms, he saw my gesture and gave them to me himself. | was glad | didn't have to coax 


him and explain that | wasn't dangerous. | moved closer and started to unbandage him carefully. Sleepy Lars 


yawned a couple of times, watching me. It seemed he was glad | took them off. The bandage left hardly visible 
imprinted lines on his skin. Finally | reached the area | was interested at. There was no wound, it skinned over 
and the pattern gained color again, though the area itself looked irregular. Still it looked pretty good for a scar, 
especially in those areas where was a pattern, but one could notice edges where the skin had been cut out. It 


meant that only his pattern could regenerate completely. 


Lars deemed my actions otherwise. He intercepted my hand and covered it with his palm, stroking it gently. | 
shifted my gaze upon him and met his soft smile, his eyes thanked me. | even blushed under that look. 


eR 


| was late. This time | didn't gave myself time to smooth my rumpled feathers and burst into meeting trying 
to make excuses while going to my place. | had to survive a small skirmish with Dickinson, withstand a couple 
of wisecracks from Redhead and quizzical looks from my friends. As it turned out, while | was gawking at 
sleeping Lars at A-125, my colleagues had already discussed many things and even started to move forward 
with their plan | had a chance to put in my little report so they wouldn't think that | had been sitting in the 
cafe all that time. Everyone made some notes, and | even managed to exculpate from the boss's righteous 
anger. Now it looked like Dickinson ultimately decided something to himself. Seeing Kirk and Jason's nervous looks 


| understood that it'd be something | wouldn't like. 


Let's continue. I'll say it again - specially for Mister Hetfield - that during the study undertaken by Mister 
Newsted," Bruce began solemnly, and that's when | started to keep my ears open. "And according to what 
you've told us, we can conclude that the chemical composition of the Experimental Subjects body patterns is 
unique and has very high regenerative capabilities. As well as his tissues. That's a very important detail..a very 
important part of the experiment. Hammett, | need you and Newsted to examine his patterns from the 
biological and chemical point of view. | need information about his spinal cord. Will you make it by next 


Thursday?" 
"Umm..yeah, | think we will," Kirk recollected himself nodding quickly. 


"Good. If everything turns out as | suppose, we'll make a discovery even more important than we had expected 


it to be" 


Chapter 12 


Author's Notes: 
Many thanks to my beta Augustinell! English isn't my native language, so she helps A LOT! 


| came to the A-I25 to record a few phrases, ‘cause | needed to test a new software. | had been working at it 
for four long years and it still was far away from being perfect, but | managed to obtain a qualitative phonetic 
analysis. It could form received sounds into groups, analyze and create an articulatory model, and it could also 
find analogs in a huge database, which I'd made almost in a manual way. It even knew a few dead languages. The 
language Lars spoke had to have its roots too, | just had to find a lead so | could understand in what direction | 
had to dig. If everything went according to plan, we would be able to establish a real contact. | named this app 
"Babylon 10." Way before the app had been created | dug out an ancient legend about Babylon, something like 
once upon a time people had only spoken one language, but then something went wrong and they stopped 
understanding each other. | didn't know how to interpret that; maybe it really had happened. We had five 
international languages, so maybe back then it had been only one? And then people had gone so nuts about 
their wars, so they started to divide lands into pieces and create their own dialects? It was hard to tell for 


sure now. We almost didn't have information about that. 

Long story short, | came into the ward, being positive and full of expectations for a new revelations, and the 
smile faded from my face. What was wrong now? Usually Lars was on the treadmill or cycle at that time, but 
it seemed like he hadn't even gotten up. Hearing my steps, he slightly raised his head from the pillow and 
greeted me in a weak voice: 

"Hi, James." His accent was more distinct than usual. 


"Hey, Lars." | hastened my steps. "What is it? You're pale.." 


He was really very pale, | mean even more pale than he had been. So | pulled a chair with my foot and sat 


near him, examining my Inwrought martyr. 

"Jeg føler mig så syg.. og svimmelhed." He looked down on the floor, murmuring those words quietly and even 
more unintelligible than | used to. | couldn't understand where one word began and the other ended, so all of 
them fused into one undulating chain of sounds. Well, sure, he could've said ‘fuck off, it's already bad enough; 
but | didn't distinguish any notes of irritation in his voice. He just looked hazy and sick. 

"Are you ok?" 

That was a dumb question, Hetfield. People who're ok don't look like that. 


"Dine venner kom her og gennembore min lænd med en enorm nål." the guy pointed almost unnoticeably at 


somewhere on his back, wincing. "Det gør ondt som helvede.." 


| stood up, grabbing the edge of the blanket and pulling it down his thighs. Lars watched me askew. And | saw a 
bandage on his lower back. Well, | guessed it was Kirk's and Jason's job. Damn, couldn't they do their researches 
without making him feel so sore? | had no idea what they had done. | caressed his skin near the white ‘patch’ 
and felt how his muscles contracted convulsively under my palm; Lars bit his lip and whimpered something 


hardly audible. | took my hand away and pulled the blanket back Did his spine hurt? 
"Jeg..." 


He didn't finish the sentence, coughing, and then he threw up right on my white pants. We both looked down at 
my dirty uniform and he started to tell my something. According to his gestures and intonations, he apologized. 


He did it so heartily as if he'd just cut off my leg by accident. 
"Venligst, vær ikke vred på mig! Jeg mente ikke der! Jeg pludselig følte syge og." 


| took his hand and squeezed it with my palms, smiling at him, so he didn't think that | was mad at him. He 
stopped jabbering and looked at me guilty and shyly. | went to the shower. 


"Hey, hvor skal du hen?" He half raised himself on his elbow, but clutched his head as if it started spinning. 


| stepped one leg at the shower stall and poured some water right on it. Well it'd be wet, so what? Then | took 
a small towel for hands and moistened it with cool water. Now | left wet one legged footprints on the floor. 
Taking my seat | noticed that Lars's patterns became burgundy, absolutely the same color when I'd shown him 
the magazine. Interesting..back then | thought that it was a color of the sexual excitement. Now he was 
anything but excited, and his flaming cheeks told that he was extremely embarrassed. Damn, so did that mean 
that a burgundy color was responsible for a sense of shame? It meant that he had been embarrassed looking 


at that magazine..Well, | had to think about it later. 


| wiped his lips with the towel. | liked to touch him, | liked that he felt better because of my touch. | knew it 
sounded weird.but it really was a very special feeling.He was laying on the pillow, slightly pale, with ruffled 
hair, and | was drawing a corner of the terry toweling across his lips that had that incredibly inviting shape. 
They crumpled pliantly, becoming a bit more vivid, and | couldn't tear my eyes off them. | got that | was doing 
that too slow and already unnecessarily, when | stumbled upon his quizzical gaze. | cleared my throat and took 
my hand away from his face. God, what was | doing? He felt bad, and | was sitting there gloating--ugh, some 


word! --| meant gazing at his lips. 


| put a special code on the bracelet and informed a duty station, that The Experimental Subject in the A-125 
felt bad and | needed their help. Within a few minutes, two women entered the room and | described to them 
quickly what had happened and my concerns about that. They checked all the indications and ensured me that 
that's the way it went. Though when | started to ask since when had barfing in the bed become normal, they 
advised me to talk to those who had done the research and ‘don't waste their time: It seemed that was the 


very moment me and the second station grew to hate each other. 


| instantly dialed Kirk and Jason, making them come here immediately. 


While waiting for them, | thought that it'd be good to press a cool wet material to Lars’ neck. According to his 
closed eyes and a quiet sigh, it was just what he needed. 


Our harmony was interrupted by the guys. 


"James? What's wrong?" Hammett had a funny, worried look. And Newsted was standing behind his shoulder, 


not daring to come closer to me. 


"Guys, what the fuck? What did you do to him? He's somewhat hazed, he has nausea and looks sick in general. 


And he points at his bandaged back." 

"Ah, that's what you're talking about" Kirk gave a sigh of relief. 

"No shit!" | couldn't understand the relief in his voice. 

"IFs all right, James. Sometimes it happens." My fried held out his hands, trying to calm me. "We took a bit of 
spinal fluid, and for a few hours - sometimes days - afterward, a patient can feel nausea and a headache. As 
for the rest, he's fine. It's a natural reaction of the body." 

"Is anything but natural, Hammett," | snorted. "Come on, get him to his normal state." 

"| can give him an analgesic." 

"Then do it." 

Kirk was mad at me, he didn't like that | talked to him like that. Despite him outranking me, he had never could 
resist my commanding tone of voice. He and Jason discussed something, deciding what pills should they give 
him, and after that Kirk came to the receiver on the wall, punched a code and asked that they send him some 
shit with a sophisticated name. In a few seconds the box bumped at the cover of the receiver. Finally they'd 


fixed the airpost! 


"What happened to his back anyway?" | asked incidentally. Who knew, maybe Nerdy cut another piece out of 


him. 


"We just debrided and covered the puncture, nothing supernatural, James," Kirk said tightly, taking a pill out of 


a blister card. 
"The puncture? With what?" | asked obtusely. 


Jason showed me this huge needle. | wished he hadn't done that. It made me squirm. | hated those things. 


"Fucking yuck!" 

Newsted shrugged and put it back into the box. 

"Hmph, Het, obviously you're not from the medicine world." He shook his head smirking. 
"Mark you, I'm happy about that!" 


When the guys came to the bed holding a glass of water, Lars shifted closer to me and frowned at his 
offenders. 


"Don't be afraid, dude, these two asses won't poke you with any crap." | patted his shoulder. 
"Hey! Who's the ass here?" Hammett boiled over. 


"Is that a rhetorical question? Now give me all that stuff, ‘cause he doesn't trust you anymore..." | took away 


the glass and the pill. "And rightly so, isn't it, Lars?" 


Lars looked at me in surprise, taking the headache remedy out of my hands. | winced at him and he gulped a 
Violet gelcap without shifting his gaze from me. 


"James, you're-you're wrong," Kirk switched on a go-around mode. "You screw around with all that and it will 
come to no good. Me and Jay do our job. You can't interfere. You don't know what he says, you don't know 
what he thinks, you don't know his attitude towards you. He isn't your friend or your brother. There's no 
reason to jump on us because of the experimental subject!" 


"Don't go there," | roared. 


"| don't give a fuck! You're going crazy!" He flew outright of the handle. "You take more care of him than of 


usl" 

"You weren't captured by force in the Science Center, suffering from the experiments!" 
"Kirk's right, James." 

"Shut up, Nerdy" 


"You always talk about him, you don't want to rehearse normally, and I'm sick and tired of discussing in the 


canteen every sound he made and how it amazes you!" 


Jason and Lars watched our skirmish tensely, their eyes running back and forth just like during a tennis match. 


"You have to learn to see a difference between work and parties with friends," he continued, salivating, while | 
set my teeth, trying to keep my head. Usually my gloomy look was enough for people to shut up, but for 
some reason it didn't work with Kirk. "No one, even Mustaine's group, does anything just for fun here. 
‘Torturing poor mutant! You need to get it already that we do RESEARCH! No one's claiming that it doesn't get 
unpleasant sometimes, but there's no other way! If we could, trust me, we would do that. And everyone, 


except you, understands that! Wanna play the good cop?" 
"You know, sometimes you can be as big an asshole as Mustaine..." 
‘Guys, that's enough!" Jason tried to interrupt us, sighing tiredly. 


A change passed over Kirk's countenance, his lips tightening into a thin line, and he stared daggers when he 
came rushing up to me and grabbed the collar of my uniform. "What did you say?!" | knew that | couldn't 
possibly offend him more than that. The Redhead was an embodiment of all the sins and vices to him. Their 
mutual enmity had lasted since Hammett appeared in the Center and was engaged for the position Mustaine 
had been dreaming of. Despite understanding that he felt better in the Experiment Department, he still picked 
on Hammett pretty offen. 


Who knew where all of that would lead to if Lars didn't grab Kirk's wrist tightly. 
"Lad ham være, røvhul!" 


Kirk and | looked surprisingly at the Inwrought one. | was sitting near his bed, so he gripped in all seriousness 
Hammetts hand which still was holding my shirt. It seemed we had all lost our speech, because who would 
expect something like that? Lars looked at Kirk furiously, sticking his fingers into the skin so that Kirk even 
winced. You could read a pure threat in those bright green eyes. If he felt better, he would probably punch 
him in the face. But now he leaned shakily at his elbow, trying to hold himself more or less upright, so he 
could reach us. The guy breathed heavily, making his nostrils flutter; a furrow appeared between his 


eyebrows, making him look even more menacing. 


"Jeg sagde lad ham alere, eller." Usually a wild cat would hiss in the same manner, setting back its ears and 
sagging low to shoot at the one it considered a threat, even if the rival was a few times bigger. And if he was 
a cat, Kirk would be scratched all over. 


Hammett loosed his grip and let me go. Lars didn't hurry to free him from his grasp, still looking at him with 
an unspeakable hatred. By contrast Kirk lost all his spite at me, taken unawares. 


| woke from a stupor only when | noticed a drop of sweat rolling down his temple and making his lips wry with 
effort. Now it wasn't clear if he was holding Hammett or if Hammett was holding him. 


"Hey, easy, cowboy" | took Lars's hand, making him let go of my crazy pal. Kirk still kept quiet, watching how | 
helped Lars to lay on the pillow. | was trying to lay him down in a way that he didn't have to bend his lower 


back. | noticed out of the corner of my eye that Hammett turned around and went away. | didn't give a fuck. 


Now my lips formed a small smile when | realized that Lars intervened on my behalf for real. In his condition, 
it was a true heroic deed. Nobody had ever tried to defend me. Even as a child | had always fought my 
offenders all by myself. And sometimes it was me who defended Jay and Kirk when some drunken douches 
would pick on them. But it'd never occurred to one's mind to defend me, because pure and simple | didn't look 
like a guy who couldn't stand up for himself. 


Newsted looked like he wanted to say something, but then he changed his mind and dashed after Kirk, calling 
him. Our princess of mutology needed an urgent moral support. | preferred not to think about it right now. I'd 
deal with them later. 


"Tak, Lars." | tried to imitate his accent, | didn't know if | succeed, but he beamed. 
"Du er velkommen, James" his cheeks blushed again. 


| patted his hair and gestured him that | had to leave. | really couldn't sit there all day long. | needed to finish 
my job and try to dig out something else. If | could test the language program successfully, I'd discover many 
many new things... 


| came to my office with my brain on autopilot, like when you kinda note people around you, the corridors, the 
stairs, but they don't interfere your thoughts. So | went along deep in my thoughts, letting my body deliver 
me to the right place. | still had a vision of Lars' look of decision Suddenly | understood that before that, | had 
taken him for a child, a defenseless kid who couldn't even speak, who couldn't fight back and who couldn't exist 
without anyone's help at all. And Today | saw his strength, his very manly attitude. Maybe he even knew how 
to fight.Maybe Kirk was just lucky.. 


| smirked at the thought and opened the door of my office. 


Chapter [3 


Author's Notes: 
Many thanks to my beta Augustinell! English isn't my native language, so she helps A LOT! 


| was bored and felt lonely for some reason Normally, the weekend should bring joy and long-awaited brain 
relaxation after all the shit going on during a week. But no! First of all, | hadn't succeeded with my program 
yet. Every time | tried to feed her with my recordings from the bracelet, it froze up, and then a mug 
appeared and made a helpless gesture, like ‘dude, | don't know what you want from me: It had been me who 
embedded this animation, and now it pissed me off! At least | managed to fix the app on Friday and made it 
filter all the unwanted sounds, remove my own remarks, distinguish the emotional diapason and intonations in 
the recording. No biggie. Now the app tried its best to find a language group to put those strange sounds in. | 
had been looking at that animated mug all week long and | started to recognize myself in it.. 


| understood that | just forgot myself at work, but when | sat alone at my place, gazing at the TV or scrolling 
the digital pages of the car mags, | knew that there was nobody except me and Viki. Maybe | should buy a 
cat? | wasn't patient enough for a dog, and actually | hadn't time for it too, and a cat.well, it was someone 
alive and warm at home. | supposed | was thinking like an elderly widow. Things were turning ugly.. 

| clicked my clip, saying ‘Nerdy’, and his number started dialing in a second. 


"Hi, James," he greeted me almost cheerfully. 


"Hey. We had to rehearse today, didn't we?" While speaking to him, | looked at the hole in my sock, my toe 
poking through it. And that pissed me off too. 


"Well, yeah, but.uhmm.." 

"What?" 

‘| mean you can come to my place and we'll rehearse.just the two of us." He said that somewhat guiltily. 
"What about Kirk?" 

"He-well-in a word, he said you can replace him with Mustaine." 

"Oh, fuck!" | slid down my couch, laying my head on the back-rest. "Don't tell me he's still mad at me!" 


"You perfectly know that you shouldn't have told him the things you've said." Newsted tried to reason with 


me. 


"What's wrong with you?! It was him, not me, who cried bloody murder! And at the end of the day it turns 


out that it's me who's wrong..awesomel” 


"James, chill, man, |. dont like all that story, | just want you to quit constantly roaring at each other. And..you 


shouldn't treat us as your enemies, James" 
"Oh, please, don't talk like a Dutch uncle, Mommy Newsted!" 

"Basically he'll keep his mouth shut till you apologize," He resumed 
"Hts me who has to apologize?! And what will happen if he does that?" 
"| don't know, James. Deal with it yourself" 

Here we were. He hung up. Great! 


| sighed and fiercely rubbed my eyes with my index finger and thumb. Then | couldn't come up with anything 
better than going to the bar and get drunk. An old scheme, but it worked smoothly! | came outside and found 
the sun had slipped behind the horizon Near my house had been planted those "biolanterns" - trees with leafs 
which contained special luminant pigment. So the street was flooded with bright greenish illumination. These 
trees already had huge spreading crown in the central park, and there was as light as in the day, however 


they were still too flimsy near my porch, but | already could discern where | should press my chip to the car. 


| already opened the door, putting one foot in the car, but then | decided to get a lungful of fresh air that had 
a smell of the ocean breeze brought by the western wind, and a fine aroma of the ozone after the 
thunderstorm. Only then | got in the car and headed to the entertainment district. 

Without thinking twice | stopped by the nearest bar. | didn't want to get down too far in the weeds where 
weird looking youngsters would swarm and the music would be blasting. Even though | was 30 years old, today 
| felt like a tired old man. So a bar with a light, discreet music fit perfectly to me. 


| immediately sat behind the bar counter, gesturing for double whiskey. Then another double whiskey..and 
another one. Then a very pretty girl approached me, she had a scooped neckline and charming freckles on her 
nose. Actually I'd never found freckles attractive, but these were particularly cute. She sat next to me; | 
ordered a cocktail for her. Rigina - that was her name - found out pretty soon that it was a bad idea to ask 
me about where | was from and where | worked. Poor thing didn't know she me rubbed the wrong way, and | 
was too drunk to understand how unlikely it was that a young model would sit next to me in the midnight in 
the bar just to listen to me bitching about friends and work. All in all, some guy lead her away, and seemed like 
she was glad to escape from me. Fuck, what the hell | was doing? She just wanted to fuck, it was written all 
over her face. This body - which chicks liked so much - needed another brain. 


All of that was slowly turning in my head, almost without my participation At that | supposed | drank enough. | 
stood up wobbling, leaving the smooth mahogany surface of the bar counter made of, and went heavily to the 


exit. Chilly night air pleasantly caressed my heated face, but | knew I'd better go home. | got into the car again, 
put an autopilot mode according to the scheduled route and switched on the detectors of all kinds of obstacles, 
and got comfortable in the seat. 


The only thing | forgot to do was to put on an alarm. Needless to say | woke up the next morning in the car 


near my place, my neck and legs felt numb.. 


eR 


On Monday Kirk kept acting offended. | didn't want to cede either. Not likely! So Nerdy had to be our call boy. 
He took messages from me to Kirk and back. Everyone noticed in the meeting that something had happened 
with our trio. Such a stubborn dumbass! | didn't even go down to the canteen, | just ordered lunch to my 
office and chucked it down all by myself. Then | entered the app and set it for searching among various 
gateways, which | hadn't tried yet, just in case it'd dig something out. As far as | didn't want to watch endless 
flickering numbers on the screen, and my-friends-scientists-were-too-cool-to-talk-to-miserable-me, | decided 
to go to A-125. That's where | was always welcomed Maybe | should bring him some candies and try to hide it 
somewhere? As far as | could tell he adored them! Recently he had tried to ask me something but | didn't 
understand a fucking word, then he got into my pocket but found only a wrapper in there. It hadn't come to 
my mind that he had been waiting for me to bring those candies. Damn, he was so upset with that wrapper..So 
| had to occasionally bring something sweet to that candy man. | didn't dare to give him many candies, in case 


he had his own scale of insulin 

All in all | almost came to A-125, when Lemmy intercepted me. 

"Hetfield." 

"Professor Kilmister," we greeted each other. 

"Come along with me, buddy," Lemmy creaked, putting his hand on my shoulder. 

"W-where? Do we have a brief? There's nothing on my bracelet." 

"No, gotta talk to you." 

"But | was going." 

"Hetfield, did you forget who's talking to you? Now then grab your ass and dash to my office!" 


Kilmister knew how to bark to put your tail between your legs and make you do as you were told. So | dragged 
helplessly behind him. 


His office was situated on the lower level. It already spoke for itself. I'd been there only twice. And | had no 


idea why he called me this time. After registering all the necessary signs and imprints, we finally got to his 


place. The office was small and gloomy because of lack of any windows - it was impossible at that level 
anyway - and it was covered with all kinds of panels, wires, and apparatuses. And at all that you still felt 
comfortable sitting behind his desk. Maybe because of the bottle of whiskey on it, and the old cloth of his 
armchair that had a vibe of something homelike..Professor nodded silently at the bottle, like ‘wanna?’ | refused, 
the day before last was enough..today | did had to work. 


"So what is it, professor?" | was always glad to talk to Lemmy but was itching inside to go where | had been 
going, and | was pissed that he had turned me around. The situation itself got me nervous. This man never 


called you with no reason.. 


"Easy, Jamie, | just wanna talk to you. Will you let me smoke? Duh, I'll smoke anyway. So." He went silent for a 
moment to draw down and expel smoke with pleasure. He made it look particularly tempting, so even those who 
didn't smoke wanted to smoke too. "Truth be told, it was the guys who asked me to.." 


‘Oh, now | see.." All that nonsense made a smirk jerk the corners of my lips. "Offended students cried to the 
Principal?" 


"Stubble it, boy" He barked good-naturedly, letting out another portion of an acrid smoke through the angle of 
his mouth. "And listen to me. It's not about complaints or your stupid fights which l'm not fucking interested in 
at all. Trust me, | have enough shit to do." 


| had to pull in my horns. Something in the way he looked at me told me the conversation would be unusually 
serious and important. | even felt uncomfortable. Even the verruca on Lemmy's cheek looked homiletic and 
powerful. So | stretched out my legs and propped my cheek against my fist being ready to listen to anything | 
would be told. Lemmy cleared his throat and knocked off the ash into some can, 


"You're a good guy, James. Actually all of you guys. You're kinda..amiable, somehow. You know how to enjoy life 


Yeah, especially me. 


"— try something, even try to help, and it's priceless at these days. Well, it has been appreciated all the time. | 
haven't forgotten how you guys helped me out with those boxes." 


"Come on.| mean, not at all." 
"But its not about that, James. | want you to understand that now l'm talking to you as a person who means 
well to you. Trust me, there're not so many people on the planet which | mean well to. But hereby | am also a 


scientific employee who's older than you and takes precedence over you, see what | mean?" 


"Yes, professor," And why did | feel as | was in high school in the principal's office? Who had treated me well 


too, but for some reason | was always left after school. 


"You're a smart guy, that's why you're here. | mean there wasn't even such vacancy before you. And now look 
at you - you have your own office, good salary, Dickinson reckons with you, and you attend highly secret 


meetings. That's pretty cool for someone your age." 


"Well thank you, but what are you getting at?" | narrowed. | really couldn't get why he called me to his secret 


office, on the secret level just to commend me.. 


‘lm getting at-" he started tightly. I'd better not interrupt him. "-you, unlike the other guys you work with, 
had studied totally different things, and you had been ‘indoctrinated in a different environment. Many things we 
do here can seem wild to you. That's why - well, not the only reason - there're so many levels of protection 
in the Center, and regular people couldn't get here of their own free will. First of all, it's not their fucking 


business, and second, because a regular person just wouldn't understand what the hell we're doing here." 


He stubbed out the cigarette, crumpling it on the bottom of the can, then he reached for the untapped bottle 


of whiskey and broached it with a businesslike air. 


"| got it, now you're gonna tell me how you don't torture anyone, just make researches," | couldn't help myself 


rolling my eyes. 
“That's not the point." 
"What is it then?" 


"If you had been studying with the guys, you would have that particular professional attitude. You would not 
see unjustified cruelty in the research - don't interrupt me! Also you would have learned not to develop 
affections toward the objects you research. Upon any objects. There are times when you have to grow a 
flower for two years and then fucking pour some acid on it. Not because you hate it or want to destroy it, 
but just because it's important to figure out how this would react to that, how this plant would behave in 
such an aggressive environment, and - well, | guess you got it. The guys specifically know that first of all, he's 
an object, not just a poor boy tortured by bad men. And that it's only you who don't see it. | can even 
understand you at some point, you're just not cut out for things like that. You used to live in your ordinary 
world that hasn't been reversed by science crossed with medicine. You're a computer brain with a fucking 
huge heart, but leave it for the life outside the Center, or at least for your close friends. 


"Why is everyone so pissed about me treating him as a normal human being? | don't meddle, do |?" 

"Don't you see?" he raised his bushy eyebrows in amusement, bowing them as an arc and wrinkling up his 
forehead. "You're getting attached to him all the more and eventually you would start to defend him as from 
the enemies. If | was in Dickinson's place, I'd suspend you from that case." 


| looked up at him sharply. 


"Whataya looking at me? As for now, you quarrel with other research scientists, then you would start getting 


in their way. It's inevitable. And only you, dough head, don't understand that. That's a pity they had to let you 
into that case, because it'd be fucking difficult without your interpretation It is possible, but we can lose many 
things then. It's neither your fault nor ours, you just don't know how to work with that material. | even feel 
sorry for you: you're walking around being angry and tormented by all that.Its high time to realize that the 
guys treat him like that not because they're bad, they just don't want to get in a situation like yours. They're 


worried about you, and they're afraid you can lose your job. Do you want to lose your job?" 


"No." | replied with downcast eyes. | knew for sure | couldn't lose my job, or I'd lose everything | had, | wouldn't 


be able to humor my nephews, and eventually I'd drop to the life in the outskirts.. 


"Then don't thwart to the scientific staff, don't meddle in the area which is none of your business, don't try to 


change the world that has existed, exists, and will exist after you, is that clear?" 
| nodded uncertainly, picking at the hangnail on my index finger. 


"You can meet him, it isn't prohibited, just don't make a pal of him, don't embrace all that story. If you're such 
a soft-hearted man, no one will hinder you from coming and patting his head, if it makes you feel any better. 
But don't meddle in the course of researches. And god help you if Dickinson finds out that you made friends 
with the experimental subject. Fucking throw you out in no time! Once you show him your weak spot - the 
game is over. And your friends would catch hell too. It's not a joke, boy. You better not fuck with people that 


work here. You don't even know who they are. Did | make myself clear?" 
"Yes." 


"Look at me, James," he waited till | looked up at his steely eyes framed with little wrinkles. "You sure you got 


it?" 
"Yes, Lemmy, yes! | mean, Professor." 


"Come on, | talk to you as a friend. Itll be hard, | know. Just keep in mind we do it for a reason. Our 


researches, probably, would save many lives! Maybe even some pretty little kids.” 


He took a gulp right out of the bottle, and it appeared that | had to leave. We said goodbye and | headed to the 
elevator. | felt tired and disemboweled. | passed by Lars’ level and went to my office. | put my hand in my 
pocket trying to find the card and plunged it into something. | looked at my fingers, recognizing melted 
chocolate and smelling the flavor of the truffle. 


Chapter 14 


Author's Notes: 
Many thanks to my beta Augustinell! English isn't my native language, so she helps A LOT! 


| hadn't seen him for a week already. | had enough time to think about Lemmy's words, and! came to the 
conclusion that itd be the best decision For everyone. | couldn't come to Lars and act indifferent; it'd be way 
more unfair. So | just decided to see him less often. Now it seemed cruel of me to let him get used to me. 
Well, and | had particularly much work during that week. The Center was preparing for the delegation from the 
High Council of the Government. They dropped by once a year to check out whether all the norms were abided 
by, and how we had spent allocated funds, and so on and so forth. So all of our Scientific Center turned into a 
beehive. Employees from all the levels spruced up their offices, prepared reports, and were just about licking 
the floor clean Sure, Delegation wouldn't be able to walk around every level, but everyone had to be prepared. | 
didn't prepare. For what? They wouldn't throw me out just because my folders weren't arranged on the shelf 
according to the color. It was already past that point for me. 


So | happily dived into work on the program, and fortunately it kept me happy. Except when | was required to 
define a linguistic group, it stubbornly returned an error, but it had already defined which parts of speech 
were used. It could analyze somewhere around 80% of the sentence like that. | was almost dancing for joy. But 
then it immediately occurred to me that the process could stop at that point. Because my Babylon 10 still 
refused to translate at least approximately. | had to kick it in a right direction so it knew where better to dig, 
Suddenly | heard a tap on the door, and without waiting for permission to enter, Newsted's head appeared in 


the doorway. 


"Wow! To what do | owe the honor?" | asked him with a theatrical amusement as | turned in my chair to face 
him. 


"Hey, James" Jason smiled sheepishly. 

"No fucking way! You even remember my name!" 

"Cut it, James," he said with a wince and closed the door behind him. 

"Alright. Did anything happen?" 

"No, it's just.we haven't seen for a long time." He sat on the drawer unit, moving aside my cactus. 
"Her Highness Hammett still feels offended?" 


"You act like two wet hens, Het. I'm tired of you both." 


"You're tired of us, but you hung out with him more anyway." | chuckled and turned to the screen where the 


same mug asked me to put another code of the gateway. 

"Look, if you're not in the mood or something, I'll back off. | just wanted to talk to you like we used to." 
"Okay-okay. How're you doing?" | set up the projection of the keyboard on the edge of the table, so | didn't 
have to reach far, and switched on a sound effect of the key buttons. | didn't understand how people could just 
tap on the tabletop without hearing the sound. So now | thumped out some tune sending the app deeper and 
deeper into the network holes. 


"Doing well. I'm going to the ranch..wanna go with me?" 


| heard how he stood up and went scrabbling about on my shelves trying to find something interesting. | 
always had fresh copyplasts with all kinds of prehistoric crap there. 


"Know what, I'm going." | decided it all of the sudden. 

"Really?" Jason asked, 

"Well yeah..or were you hoping I'd say no?" | chuckled again 

"| wouldn't offer if | didn't mean it" 

Something already rustled in his hands. 

"IFs just.it's hard to pull you out somewhere lately. And you haven't been on my ranch already for a year." 
"| guess it won't hurt to wind down," | said it honestly. "And | love your mom's cookery.” 

Jay smiled. He treated his parents with so much warmth and he loved when somebody spoke well of them too. 
| couldn't help myself, his ‘rents were rarely amazing people. His father bred frickin’ beautiful horses, his 
mother queened in the vegetable garden and the dooryard, which she did just great. And she cooked excellent. 
My mouth watered when | remembered about her pumpkin pie. 

"Do you avoid him?" Newsted asked, suddenly very careful. 


"Whom? Kirk? Nah, dude, its him who avoids me, and | just don't want pleading, that's all." 


"No-no, | mean the Experimental Subject- well- Lars," He said that in such a careful manner, as if | could 


explode because of one wrong word. 


| even forgot which code | wanted to type. 


"Whatever gave you that idea?" | tried to control the tone of my voice, not showing a storm of emotions 


inside me. 

"As far as | got it you don't come to visit him. He asked about you.." 

My fingers froze above the keyboard, and | sharply turned to face him. 

"What?! Wait.how could you get that he asked exactly about me?" 

"Well. when | came to him on Wednesday, he looked at me and asked: ‘James?*. Then he said something else, but 
he repeated ‘James' many times. | guess he wanted to ask where you are.| don't know, it was obvious from his 
intonation" 

"Fuck." 

| exhaled noisily. My chest felt on fire for an instant. Thats probably what was known as "twangs of 
conscience" or whatever it was called. Jason cast a wary eye at me, and | felt irritated. | knew he expected my 
reaction to that. | didn't like when anyone spied on my feelings. Especially when dealing with all that crap. 


Dammit! 


"You fuckers have done everything to make sure me and him don't meet. Lemmy fucked my brains away 


saying last Monday that | don't have to--that | just don't. And now you're telling me this! 

"Im sorry, man.! didn't mean to. Really.” Nerdy mumbled 

"Fuck it! 

| reminded myself of a dude who was on the diet. Like you handle yourself for a week already without biting a 
piece of the donut or a good steak, and friends are devouring burgers in your presence. | felt the same kind of 
irritation Newsted understood that | had a meltdown and regretted his words 

‘Look, seriously.! won't say a word!" 

"What was his color?" | asked without looking at him 

"What?" Probably he expected me to start blaming him. 


"| said, what was the color of his lines?" My voice was morose and extremely demanding. 


Oh..well, he was violet when | was there. First he was grey, but then he became violet. But he's definitely gray 


when Kirk's around." 


"How does Kirk treat him? | hope he doesn't try to kick the cat?" Even | was surprised by the harshness of 


my tone. 


"God, no! James, he means no harm. He has it in for you, but--he treats him neutrally. I'd even say good" 

Jason hurried to tell me that seeing my mood. "He doesn't yell at him, doesn't poke at him, hasn't even done 
anything that could cause any discomfort. In general, our researches are only in the laboratory. For now we 
don't need anything from him. So Kirk comes to him only to check out his indications and watch his external 


characteristics. Now its up to the Department of the Experiments.” 

"| see," | turned back to the screen 

"James." 

"Im fine, Nerdy. | just gotta work" 

"Okay.S0 are we going to the ranch this weekend?" He asked almost ingratiatingly. 


"Yes. | already told ya" | tried my best to reduce the annoyance in my voice. "I'll call you at night and we'll 
discuss when and what | shall have to take with me, alright? " 


"Yeah." 


He stood for a few seconds behind my back and finally went away. And | kept pretending for myself that | was 
working. My fingers froze above the keys while | read code on the piece of paper for the third time, but my 
brain refused to comprehend that | actually had to type it. The image of Lars sitting there, not knowing why | 
hadn't seen him for so long, stuck in my head. He even tried to talk to Newsted. The fact that they didn't 
bother him so much made me a little bit more positive. Though there was still Mustaine and his ‘High 
Inquisition: | didn't know what else they had planned for him, but it obviously wasn't anything good. Well, the 
main thing was that after this he'd be done with the experiments. | hoped so. At least Bruce hadn't said 
anything about further steps. But actually it was logical. | meant what else would you do with the object after 
examining him inside out?.. So probably the most awful things for him were already in the past. And that 


meant | would finally be able to see him, and it wouldn't hurt anyone, right? 


eR 


The Delegation came on Thursday. | was sipping coffee in my office, boots up on the table, and | almost spilled 
it all over myself when Dickinson's mug appeared out of the bracelet right before my face. Why the rush?! 


"Hetfield, you must go down to the Level O-IT right now. I'm waiting for you near the elevator in five minutes." 
The image disappeared. Judging from the fact that | wasn't supposed to answer and he didn't even have the 


trouble to ask if | was busy, this was really urgent. So | jumped out of my chair and it occurred to me at the 
last moment that | better put on the gown, ‘cause | definitely didn't want to bump into the Delegation without 


being in fine feather. 


Getting there in five minutes was quite an undertaking. | ran so fast that | nearly knocked down Wayne. Not a 
big deal, he'd forgive me. Then | rushed into almost empty - to my surprise - elevator and made my 
connection on the lower level by inserting all the necessary passwords. Sometimes that was a big pain in the 


ass, especially when you had to hurry up. Eventually | bumped into Dickinson flying out of the elevator. 


"Mind what you are doing, Hetfield!" Boss called me down. | didn't care, | had to take a breath. | was panting like 
a sled dog after 100 km cross. 


"What happened anyway?" | asked, being dead beat. 
"Let's go, I'll explain along the way." 


| felt uncomfortable. Had anything happened to the Inwrought one? Fortunately Dickinson didn't waste time and 
broke forth into explanations moving amazingly fast. 


‘Mustaine was supposed to meet the Delegation with me, but he forgot to notify me in advance that 
researches have been planned for today. All the research group and apparatuses are ready, so we didn't 
postpone it. | decided to call you instead. We don't want to break the practice. Delegation always has been 


accompanied by the administration and a young specialist” 
"But..but why on earth does it have to be me?" 
| really didn't get why | merited such an honor. 


"What a holy modesty, Hetfield," Bruce noted sarcastically. "You're perfectly aware of the fact that they'd look 


in your office anyway, your research area is..interesting. Again it's probably the hell of a mess in there." 
“There's nothing--" 


"This time we can't show them any weak spot, because a huge funding's fate hangs in the balance. And you 
have things to tell them anyway." 


"You know damn well that l'm not much of a conversationalist.." Now | was in some serious shit! | hated to be 


stuck with those bigasses and walking around as if I'd swallowed a stick, watching my every word. 


"You don't need to be a conversationalist, Hetfield. You just have to follow us, and politely reply when you're 
asked. Don't babble to no purpose. I'll introduce you and you'll tell them about your program. You know that | 
give credit only where credit is due, and your groundwork is very, very useful. The Delegation will be 


impressed, and itll be a good reason not to go to the Gray Wing and show them the mess you made there." 


For the life of me | couldn't understand what mess he was talking about. Well, if only you would compare it 


with his own office, then many things in our Wing could be described as a ‘mess: Probably a chair that stands 


sideways was already a mess. 

‘ls that clear?" 

'l-yeah, | got you." 

"Hetfield?" 

"Hm?" 

"No nonsense," my boss said almost threateringly, and we headed to the M-level. Exactly where the Delegation 
came after a splendid dinner. As it turned out they were already accompanied by Lemmy. We were greeted 
shortly. There were no more than five delegates. For some reason | had been imagining to see a whole bunch 


of people in formal suits. They were in suits indeed, pretty formal too, but the number of them cheered me 


up. There were two men with white hair, a 35-year-old woman, and two men a little bit older than me among 


them. 


"Gentlemen and ladies." Bruce smiled charmingly to the woman in the bright pink suit, and she returned him a 


short smile. "Welcome to our Science Center. | hope the flight was pleasant?" 


"Yeah, we got here pretty fast, thank you. And we had a chance to have a rest in your beautiful hall, and the 


window commanded a lovely view!" the younger one said. 


"Let me introduce myself,” Dickinson continued. "Paul Bruce Dickinson, the Head of The National Science Center 


of The Second Era World. And this is my colleagues: Professor lan Fraser Kilmister." 

| even forgot that ‘Lemmy’ was his nickname. 

"and James Alan Hetfield. A young scientist who does artificial intellect and linguistic research." 

The delegates shook our hands, and the man with white hair who stood near me look at me wonderingly. 

"And you, Mr. Hetfield, are a very interesting specialist, | must say." Here we went, | was caught in a spotlight. 
| hated that. "I headed the latest Delegation and | remember that your research was particularly amazing, 
because finding information in the network hole presents itself as almost impossible. You programs have 
amazing qualities and characteristics." 


"Thank you, Mr. Parslie." It was really pleasant to hear. | was surprised he still remembered me..and | didn't. 


"Are you working on something new? We installed your program last year and have been using it successfully," 


the second man - | guessed it was Mr. Vennigan - smiled. 


Dickinson asked me voluntary-compulsory to tell them about my latest groundworks. | described my work to 
them as best | could. While explaining all that, | even got proud of myself. It turned out that | was cool for 
real. They nodded, listening to me attentively, commended me, and then they switched the topic to "that very 
Experimental Subject." | could read on Dickinson's face that he wasn't aware that the information had been 
leaked. That's weird. However, if Parslie was okay with that, it meant that it wasn't that smooth in the 
government about the humanity codices and all that shit.'cause there wasn't any scandal! They were just 
curious. They asked to see him, but Dickinson explained that it was impossible, as the Experimental Subject was 
undergoing research in the laboratory and it was better not to interrupt the specialists. 


Surprisingly Parslie and his gang didn't look downcast about that. Maybe it was just a routine question? Or 
would they speak about it more later? Actually that was strange. | would be more curious if | was in their 


shoes. | could explain that lack of interest only if they hadn't any clue what that subject looked like. 


Finally | was forgotten by the whole caboodle, and | could catch a break. The only thing | had to do was drag 
myself along behind them and prick up my ears in case they asked something. | didn't remember at which level 
we went down while | was surfing in my bracelet trying to trace what my program had been doing without me. 
It was better to get backed-upped the results it had made. However the signal always got lost there, and when 
| saw that Dickinson was telling them something in front of the digital display, | walked to the nearby corridor. 
If | was correct, this corridor was right below my office, at least the beacon in my bracelet pointed at this 
place. It didn't matter that there were a lot of levels above us, the signal would be a bit better when the 


location coincided. 


Anyway, | was walking there like an idiot with my hand in the air trying to find the signal, when my side vision 
caught some movement. To my own surprise | found a wall of some laboratory, made of glass from the middle 
on up. A very bright light flooded the corridor. There were people moving, all of them dressed in white, in caps 
and gloves. | would have passed by if one of the scientists didn't step aside just then, and | saw.. 


| felt my legs became rubbery. Lars was laying there in a bed that looked like dental chair. At first it looked he 
was covered with blood. Then | saw that it was his patterns that glowed with cherry red that resembled 
winding trickles of blood. A bunch of wires were leading to his body, and in a particular moment it flinched and 
arched. | couldn't hear a damn thing through that thick glass, but | saw how his mouth opened in a cry, how 
his veins were swollen in his temples, and how his knuckles turned white. | was standing there in shock 
forgetting how to move; | forgot where | was and what | was doing there. In a couple of seconds Lars' body 
helplessly fell back to the chair, as if a stiff spring was pulled out of him. It appeared that he felt my 
presence and turned his head to look at me, nailing me down to the floor. Desperate green eyes opened so wide 
like he saw something he didn't expect to see. | saw it in slow motion as his lips pronounced ‘James: If it wasn't 
for the glass | was sure his pleading cry would strike my ears. And | was just watching, not knowing what to 
do. Every single thought licked out of my mind. The space narrowed to the size of a matchbox, and he kept 
calling me soundlessly. Someone noticed that | was standing behind the glass, and a pair of hateful hazel eyes 
above the filter mask stared at me. He waved me off in annoyance, like go away and mind your own business. | 
couldn't, Mustaine. | forgot that | could walk at all. Lars yelped again, and | made a step toward the laboratory 
when a strong hand gripped my shoulder. 


"Don't even think of it, Hetfield," Lemmy said in a quiet but menacing tone. "The Delegation is in the adjacent 
corridor. Try something stupid and you wouldn't be just thrown away, boy, they would make you feel even 


sorrier for yourself than you feel for him right now." 
And | hadn't figured out yet what | felt. | was just in shock. 
"What-what are they doing? Why--" | asked in a woolly voice. 


"| don't know, Hetfield. But listen to me and listen fast," his grip felt tighter on my shoulder. "You CAN'T get in 
the laboratory, ‘cause you don't have a necessary key and a code, you CAN'T interrupt them, and they're 
probably almost done anyway, and you WON'T set all of us up acting like a drama queen Is that clear?" 


He had to give me a shake. 
"| asked, Hetfield, is that clear?" 


| nodded, being in all in a fluster, and Lemmy turned me away almost by force, leading us out of the corridor. | 


wasn't ready to come face to face with the delegation, however they were waiting for us behind the next turn 
"Mister Hetfield? Are you alright?" asked Careway maternally. "You don't look yourself" 
‘Oh, he's fine, Miss Careway, somebody scratched his car.." Kilmister lied graciously. 


"What a crusher! But don't be so cut up about it" She patted my shoulder. "H's just a car, everything can get 
fixed." 


"Th-thank you, Miss Careway, you're right," | replied dully. 


It seemed like Lemmy and Dickinson sighed in relief, because they were waiting to see if | would start 
screaming and running around. And | didn't feel anything at all. A huge breach formed in my chest, and | felt 
like | was sucked into it. | didn't remember how everything came to the end; | acted with my brain on autopilot. 
The more time passed, the more | hated myself. | tried to convince myself that | couldn't do anything but 
knock on the glass like an idiot anyway. Maybe | should've at least done that? Why didn't | come there? Why 
didn't | let Lars know that | cared? What did he think about me after that? 


| wanted to sink into the earth. | felt so ashamed, so filthy, as if | had been wallowing in a stinking slush. l'd do 
anything to rewind everything and at least come closer to that glass, just look at him in a different way and 
not simply stand there as if | was made of stone. His eyes - that | still saw in my mind - burnt painful black 
spots in my heart. As ill luck would have it, all the details of those instants bled through even more clearly: 
lines burning with fire-red, white tips of his fingers clutching armrests, his mouth distorted in scream. It 


must be a nightmare.. 


| sent a message to Jason - | just didn't feel like talking to anyone in person - asking only one question: ‘What 


had Mustaine's group left to research for today? He texted me back in a five minutes: ‘The reaction of the 
pattern to the sensation of pain, its intensity and other consequential indexes: | didn't have any questions 


anymore. 
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| guessed everybody from our wing was already left long ago, and | kept sitting there, locking myself in the 
office. Today my companion and comforter became another bottle of whiskey. But even that didn't help me to 
relax; | clearly felt even through the alcohol that shame burned me, that my heart sagged inside my chest like 
a huge and disgusting clod. It seemed that if | inhale deeper it'd tear down at all. Probably it'd be way easier. 


A tantara sound took me out of my doomy thoughts. | shifted my gaze to the screen where a happy mug told 
me it succeed in something. | tapped a key without too much interest, and a full list of phrases loaded on the 
screen, more than half of them translated. | immediately sat up, looking at it in disbelief. A major part of the 
sentences - or their parts - were translated for real. The rest of the words kept being unreadable symbols. 


Well, fair enough, the computer didn't know the code for this language. 

My eyes were moving along the lines and with every word | made sure that the app was mocking me deciding 
to destroy me completely. | run my fingers through my hair not being able to tear my eyes off the screen 
The clumsy translation of the app hammered in my brain like huge nails. 

Stay away from me.. 

| do not understand you.. 


ro FF 


Will you visit me soon? 


4 it for me? 


I [= 4 you do not say goodbye. 


Do you bring me more HH st 


Fol M+ 


Thank you, James.. Now I feel way better! 
Will | stay here? 
/ HATE THAT! 


Why me?! I live in this hell aT EB+| ! Im a monster! 


What do you want from me? 


a7 


| can't eat that +-rbhu. | would rather starve to death.. 


You have to do your homework by yourself anyway. 


Have you thought | am stupid? 


| feel so sick.And my head is spinning. 

Please, do not be mad at me! | dd not mean to offend youl I just suddenly felt sick and. 
lit! RRRRRAAAAARAARAAAAAR 

Leave him alone, Jb’ } F E H 


/ said leave him alone or.. 


Chapter I5 


Chapter I5. 


| woke up because of one hell of a headache, the hazy echo of voices somewhere behind the door and the 
feeling of how dry my mouth was. | lifted my head with a moan and found the uncompromisingly solid surface 
of the table instead of a pillow. | needed about a minute to recognize my own office. Shortly afterwards, 
memories of yesterday hit me right in the face. It had been the worst day of my life. The most disgusting 
thing was that it wasn't even exaggerated. Sure I'd done things | felt ashamed of, but I'd never felt such 
burning hatred towards myself. | just left. | turned around and left.. 


A moan of despair escaped my chest, and | rubbed my face as if trying to scour out these thoughts. The 
same lines were still shown on the screen and | minimized the window in annoyance. Now there was the main 
question before me: what should | do, per se? If | didn't come at all, it'd make everything even worse. However, 
a very tiny voice of reason told me that, in fact, | shouldn't visit him anymore. He would hate me, | would get 
used to that thought sometime, and l'd just be able to keep living. It'd be easier, wouldn't it? | immediately 
threw that option aside. There was an absolutely selfish feeling boiling inside - | wished he didn't hate me. | had 
to somehow justify myself. | didn't know how. | wouldn't forgive myself. 


A horribly annoying knock sounded on the door. As loud as if somebody hammered right on my brain Fucking 
hangover, goddammit! | got up with a grunt and slowly walked to the door, unlocking it with no enthusiasm at 
all. Why the fuck had Newsted dragged himself here so early in the morning? 


| almost started back when | met Ellefson face to face. 


"Hello, James.." he began diffidently. It seemed he doubted for a second whether his decision to come here was 


right. 

"Ellefson?" | asked hoarsely, ignoring his greeting. | noticed with detachment how the alae of his nose quivered 
because of my booze breath. "Are you immortal or something? How did it even occur to your mind to come 
here?" 


"Don't be mad at me, please, | just wanna talk," he asked me very seriously and patiently. 


"And | don't. You chose a wrong time for that, dude. Especially given my wish to knock every one of you in the 
face." | still could hardly keep my eyes open and | looked at him with a scowl. 


"Let me in, will ya? Or will we keep talking at the door?" 


| was slightly surprised by his insistence. | shrugged and opened the door wider, letting him in. Whatever. What 
was the reason to brandish fists if | had had to do that yesterday? 


"Well?" | folded my arms across the chest, pressing my back to the wardrobe, and stared at him with no 


interest. 


Ellefson gave a quick look around. It appeared that he'd never been in the Gray Wing nor in my office. 
Meanwhile his presence kept hacking me off. Especially when his gaze slid across the almost empty bottle of 
whiskey on the table. He was judging me, but | didn't fucking care! Who the hell was he? 


"You can take a seat in my chair. | don't have too much time, so get down to business and fuck off," | growled. 


"l'Il take a pass on your rudeness because | understand its reasons, but actually thats what | came to 
discuss." | was amused by the fact how he could be his own man. | guessed only people like him were 
welcomed in the Department of the Experiments. As soon as he made sure | wouldn't demur, he continued. "l-- 


noticed you yesterday.. | mean, in the corridor near the laboratory." 

"So what?" My fists clenched against my will. Now he'd lit a fuse with these phrases and I'd explode very soon 
"James, don't take me as an enemy. | know that there's a misunderstanding between you and Dave." | snorted 
at the word ‘misunderstanding’ "But me and you have never quarreled, | respect you as a good specialist and 
--and as a person" 


"Thanks for the complement, is that all?" 


‘I'd like to make clear a few things about our work and about our yesterday's research in general." Again he 


ignored my barb very rationally. 
"But first, lets be honest and not call torture a nice word like ‘research’, ok?" | resumed icily. 
"I know how ugly it might look, but--" 


"Ugly? You said ugly?!" | couldn't find enough words. "It was horrible! Even prisoners don't have to endure what 
you have put him through! For god's sake we live in the Second Eral Tolerance and humanity are going off the 
scale, so even the governments of all the countries banned the death penalty and made it possible to change 
full-fledged maniacs into more or less normal people, using different modern technologies. So why does our 


fucking scientific center where these things still happen exist in such a faultless world?" 

| understand what you mean, but--everything's more complicated,” David raised his hand pacifyingly, 
interrupting an angry flow that was trying to burst out of me. "Usually we don't do things like that. This is the 
very first time in my practice when I've had to research THAT rational a creature." 


"He's a person, Ellefson, not just some creature," | added a bit more quietly. 


"As you wish. It isn't the point. You're perfectly aware of the fact that he isn't just a normal person.we've 
already found characteristics that would lead us to great discoveries. Hopefully we'll be able to help hundreds, 


even thousands of people." 
‘I've already heard all that crap." 


"That's a pity you found us at that very moment," the guy said almost sympathetically. "Yesterday was the 
most difficult stage of the research. We had been preparing for that for a very long time, that's why we left 
it for last. For you it looks like we're a group of the sadists--" 


"And you're not?" 


"God, Hetfield, do you really think we enjoy that? You should've seen how almost all of our team hung out in 
the smoking room yesterday once we finished We even have a special psychological release room, because it's 


very hard to do." 
"Oh, poor things." | smirked bitterly. 


"We had to research not only the reaction of his patterns to the sensation of pain, but we also had to 
determine his pain threshold and how it impacts that liquor composition, his life indexes and other elements, 
which we can't just ignore to be able to move forward. All of our actions are driven by something, James. 


Especially actions like that one." 


"But..but why did you have to do it like that? Gosh, just imagine yourself in his shoes. Or one of your 
friends..it's--it's terrible and insane!" | couldn't get my head around the fact he didn't want to admit an 
obvious thing. 


"We had been discussing for a long time which method we should use. And we opted for a direct application on 
the nerve tracts with the help of impulses similar to the effect of the electricity. The newest apparatuses 
make it possible to minimize any injury risk. Consequently we avoid any trauma, either external or internal. The 
entire procedure lasted less than 20 minutes. You came at the very end of it. We gradually increased the 


strength of the impulses so we could track the reaction of the body." 


"I still dont get at what point | should be happy about it" | was disgusted hearing all these details. It was as 
revoltingly as seeing somebody's leg being dismembered. Now | felt like my own nerve tracts hurt, whatever 


that meant. 


"l agree, there's nothing joyful or pleasant in it. I'm just trying to explain that it wasn't as awful as it might 
seem. The main problem was our inability to explain our actions to him. We couldn't just say what we would do 
to him and how. Trust me, if we were able to talk to him, one of our specialists - most likely it would be me - 
would come to him before the procedure and tell him how it would be conducted But we didn't have that 
possibility. We brought him to our laboratory and he already started to fuss. We had to restrain him in the 
chair just to avoid getting physical and doing him any harm." 


My heart clenched while | listened to that in silence. However much | didn't want to admit it, | understood what 


Ellefson was talking about. Partly it was my fault too. If | hurried up with the app, indeed it would have been 
possible to at least explain the procedures to him. Even my brain had gotten rid of the haze and | got 
goosebumps listening to David. 


"Sure our actions looked strange and hostile. In some way that's why you witnessed a reaction like that." 


"Don't lie to me, Ellefson" | glanced up at him with a stony stare. "I witnessed a reaction like that because you 


hurt him. You don't have to be smart as a whip to understand that." 


"Yes, sure you're right, but there was a combination of factors. In addition to that, it turned out that he has 
quite sensitive nerve-endings and his pain threshold is below the average. This is another difference between 


him and a regular person, alongside the external characteristics like the lack of the body hair coat except for 


the head, brows and lashes. It points to the vulnerability of the kind--" 


"Stop it. Please, stop," | interrupted him. My brain refused to perceive the entire information flow, which drove 
me to even more despair. But | couldn't help myself and asked a question | was afraid to get an answer for. 


"When--when he saw me--" 


"Yeah, he called you, but please take it easy. | guess yesterday we all felt like a cat on hot bricks watching 
that scene..Partly that's why I'm here today." 


"What are you talking about? How should | feel anything else about that?" | shook my head in disbelief. 


"You know, it's as if you take a kid to the doctor and let the parents to stay with him at the office. The kid 
starts to act up a hundredfold worse trying to find his parents’ support because a doctor speaks in the 
character of a victimizer. In that case, the kid can't tell the difference between benefit and harm. The only 


thing that matters for him is the fact of the discomfort itself." 
"What--what happened next?" | still looked at my shoes, embracing myself. 


"As soon as you walked away, he quietened down. That's exactly what I'm talking about." Ellefson smiled sadly. 
Now he mawkishly radiated goodness, even sitting right next to the bottle of whiskey and all the mess around. 
Maybe the morning light touching his honey hair gave him that added softness. | didn't know. 


"It wasn't the reason he quietened down, Ellefson," | noted almost inaudible. 


‘Oh, don't worry, he's absolutely fine. Almost immediately after that we gave him a sedative and a 
somnifacient. There wasn't even the need for any painkiller, because the process itself wasn't traumatic. So the 


only after-effects were fatigue and drowsiness. He'll get well very soon” 


He told me so much, my brain would have thrown up if it could It hurt to think, and even worse, it hurt to 
feel. A heaviness in my chest that had nested there only yesterday didn't want to let go. Sure, some moments 
had been clarified to me, but it didn't become any easier. Let us assume that these guys weren't sadists, but 


it didn't change anything for the Inwro-- | meant, for Lars. 
"Why did you come here and tell me all that?" | looked up at him tiredly for the first time in a long period. 


"Everyone has noticed that you have your heart set on him.Some people find it funny, some of them don't 
give a shit.And l'm amazed by that, because you're a real man, James. | saw your face yesterday, and | would 
be more worried about you than about the Experimental Subject. | don't want you to hate us for our work. We 


do what we have to and not what we would like to. Unfortunately.” 


| got you. | still don't string along with you, but | got what you wanted to tell me," | admitted finally. "But now 
if you don't mind--" 


"Yeah-yeah!" The guy noticed that | wanted to stay alone and hurried to the exit. He paused for a moment 
right before the door. "Believe me, | really hope that we never do anything like that again." 


"Yeah. Me too." 


Only when the door was shut, | fell kerflop into the chair and sighed dolefully. | looked up at the ceiling - white 
and absolutely flat - and the slightly reflected contours of the trees behind the window, and | was reflecting 
on how I'd have to brave up and go ask him for forgiveness. If | decided to do that, | would have to do it right 
now, and that meant that | didn't have time to work on the app so that it could translate my phrases into his 
language. Well, it wouldn't even be a translation.more like a sound modulation or something like that. For what 
its worth, | tried to the slightest extent to fix myself up by putting my face under the stream of cold water. 
The details of my conversation with Ellefson still echoed in my head. He didn't know a thing. Lars didn't calm 
down when | walked away. He surrendered. | had been the only one who gave him hope. He counted on me and | 
betrayed him. That was the real reason for his reaction Such cold fish as Ellefson couldn't understand that. 
And what load of crap did he say to me? Did he just try to assure me that it hadn't been that terrible while 
telling me at the same time that Lars had a low pain threshold, that the poor guy was freaked out and they 


had to "restrain" him while just watching him suffer? Fucking scientific perverts. 
| decided that | couldn't keep being a coward. | had to go and try to come back into his favor.. 
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| touched the key pad on the door twice..l couldn't make myself punch a code. As soon as | got inside A-125, 
there would be no going back I'd have to face the consequences of my worst act. | was so nervous that even 
my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. But then | scolded myself mentally and came into the ward holding 
my breath. 


It was quiet inside and too bright as always. | immediately noticed his motionless figure on the bed. However, 
once the door closed noisily behind me, he startled at the same moment and turned sharply towards the door 
as if a tiger were about to spring at him. Both of us froze when our eyes met. The frightened expression on 
his face changed into bewilderment, like he expected to see anyone there but me. And | just swallowed my 


tongue. Suddenly | understood that all my backup plans had crumbled and faded away. | was left unarmed 
beneath the gaze of his green eyes. Meanwhile, an ardent resentment simmered in them and they became 
more and more glassy by the second, filling with vibrating veil of tears. Nobody had ever given me such a 
blaming look. | wished | could melt and pour myself into some crack in the floor, if there were any at all. | tried 
to clear my throat and say something. 


"Lars." 

It had the effect of a signal to attack. 

"Kom ud herfra," he said in a stony voice, as jangled as a string. He even faced away. 
"Lars, |--" 


"Forsvind ud herfral" he shouted, and his voice twanged with anger. It sounded deafening, like a crack of the 
whip. 


‘lm begging you to forgive me, please..give me a chance." | made a few steps forward, and that was the 


wrong decision. Neither the intonation of my voice nor my pleading look failed to strike a responsive spark. 
"Jeg sagde komme ud, du hyklerisk lort" 


Even if he wasn't pointing at the door, | had put two and two together and understood that he wanted me to 
get the fuck out. | would want the same if | was in his shoes. But | stayed. Now | couldn't just walk away. Not 


agai n. 


"Please don't send me away." | said guilty, understanding how stupid my words sounded. It was probably for 
the better that he didn't understand them. 


| had no idea that he would get of bed and literally assail me. I'd never seen him so infuriated. Even when I'd 
come to him in the glass cube with a list of the exercises. He pushed me full-force in the chest, making me 
wobble backward in the direction of the door. | guess it was a hatred that gave him strength, because | didn't 
notice the weakness that Ellefson had talked about. His frailty was almost deceptive: he bumped his hands into 
my chest with full force so that | involuntary retreated. 


"Jeg stolede dig! Jeg troede, du bekymrer sig om mig! 0g du er bare en af dem!" 


Now tears rolled down his cheeks as if a dam burst inside him and he wasn't able to regain self-control. | 
couldn't just stand there and watch. | hugged him and tried to pull him to me. It made him straggle even more. 
He kept yelling something at me, hitting my chest and shoulders roughly. He cried and screamed so desperately 
that it turned into a real hysteria He just lost everything he had been holding on to. And it was absolutely my 
fault. 


"Jeg hader dig! Jeg hader dig mere end dem!!!" 


| tried to calm him down, tried to get a word in, but everything was in vain. So | did something that must work 
perfectly - | dragged him into the shower. He fought back, screamed, tried to punch me, but | was way taller 
and way stronger, and obviously his strength was used up. So for me it was no trouble to drag both of us 
into the shower and turn on the cold water. He shrieked and tried to tear himself away from me, but | held 
him in place with a stony grip. Now that icy cold water saturated my clothes too, making me feel clearly his 
heated body pressed to mine. It seemed like the cloth between us didn't exist anymore. And his patterns 
changed their flaming red color into a deep purple. He stopped wriggling and looked up at me with clear green 
eyes. Looking at them, it seemed that any words would be needless; he could talk to me with merely a glance. 
His hair soaked and stuck to his forehead, cheeks and neck. He was looking up at me and | saw how his tears 
mixed with water. 


| didn't know what possessed me at the moment, | just forgot about everything. When | inclined and almost 
collided my lips with his, pressing him to the wall, he yelped in surprise and even started to resist, but | didn't 
let go. Since | couldn't tell him, | wanted to make him feel it.l didn't know why exactly | felt like that. | didn't 
even know what possessed me when | decided to kiss him. Probably | had gone crazy too, but he soon stopped 
trying to get away from me. 


Kissing him felt so right, so essential and so good, that | moaned, not wanting to stop this moment. The 
softness of his lips, the smell of his body and its inimitable curves..gosh, now | could die happily and say that it 
was a well-spent life. | had found what | needed so desperately. 


| felt him shivering and reached out to turn the water off, not stepping away from him. | interrupted the kiss 
and pressed my forehead to his, cupping his face into my hands. He closed his eyes and tears still rolled from 
under his lashes. | slid my thumbs tenderly across his cheeks, wiping away wet traces. And | repeated his 
name..putting into it all the meaning | couldn't express with any other words. Finally he surrendered and leaned 
his forehead into my shoulder. At the back of my mind | thanked all the higher forces - if only they existed - 
that | managed to get through a little bit. | took a huge white towel without looking at it and wrapped him up. 
He let me do that while still leaning into my chest. | led us away from shower and sat him on the bed, rubbing 
his cold goose-bumpy body with another terry towel. | did everything fast, as if | was afraid that he would 
change his mind and want to kick me away again. | even managed to change him into dry clothes, then | muffled 
him up with a blanket and sat next to him, pressing him to myself. He leaned to me like a windup doll that had 
run down. | stroked his back and hair, whispering something in his ear, calming down us both. | didn't think he 
forgave me. But the most important to me was the fact that he didn't chase me away either. | would never 


make a mistake like that. | would never ever let him doubt that he meant the world to me. 


Chapter Ib 


Author's Notes: 

| don't know if anyone still cares, but here's another chapter =) I'm so sorry for not posting it for so long, but 
I've been busy as hell. Well, let me know if you like it and if | have to post another one! Many thanks to my 
beta Augustinelll English isn't my native language, so she helps A LOT! 


| felt weird leaving him. He avoided looking me in the eyes, and | still felt myself a betrayer when | left. What 
kind of a relationship existed between us anyway? First we had been just an experimental subject and a 
scientist - well, actually we had been anyone to each other but an experimental subject and a scientist from 
the very beginning. More like an idiot and a martyr. Then one of us became a fabulous idiot.and now we'd 
kissed on top of that. What kind of shit was going on in my life? How could! mess so many things up during 
such a short period of time? Now it felt not just awkward but very absurd and embarrassing. Where could | 
try to lead this situation to? How was | going to bail both of us out? 


| was rolling these thoughts around while Jason drove us to his parents' farm. He saw that | had tied myself in 
knots, but he didn't ask what was the matter, because even Ellefson got it not to speak of my close friend. 


"Have you heard about Alex?" He bounced too unexpectedly into my thoughts. 

"What? Who do you mean?" | asked it before processing what I'd actually heard. 

"About Wagner. Those implants - that had been put into him - are rejected by his tissues. They tried all of 
the newest materials on him, but it become worse." Jason frowned, locking his eyes on the road. We were far 
from the city. So far that even cars didn't meet so often. 

"Is it even possible? I've never heard that printed bony tissue wouldn't survive." 

"That's somehow connected with the chemicals he's been working with during the last couple of years 
preparing for a new project. Something collected in his body that is incompatible with the materials used by 
the medical printer. The worse thing is that the effect started to spread on the health tissues too. Now 
everybody fusses over how to help him. If nothing changes, he'll lose his leg--at best." 

"At best?!" 

"Yeah, because if they don't come up with something in a couple of days, he can die." 


"God, poor guy. hope they do find out how to drag him out of it. He deserves to live a fulfilling life". 


"Yeah, | hope so too..." 


Jason managed to get me to talk a little bit, and we were talking about some nonsense till the end of our trip, 
stopping only to have a lunch at a truck stop. They had pretty decent coffee and sandwiches there. The day 
kindled; it became hotter every hour. Even wide-opened windows in the car didn't give much needed freshness. | 
reached my arm out of the window, feeling warm waves of air caressing my skin. 

"How much longer, Jase? Or else I'll jump up through the roof as a burned slice of bread from a toaster." 
"Soon. There, you can see the gates." 

Indeed, there were the low white gates of an enclosure typical for the farm area beckoning in front of us. 
Raving-black horses were frisking in a distance. Their sides and manes were gleaming in the sun. Getting closer, 
we noticed immediately that there were plenty of cars parked in the yard. 

"Seems like my parents are up on something." Newsted sighed. 

| shrugged and got out of the car, raising with my boots a small cloud of a whitish road dust. Someone's 
silhouette beckoned in the first floor window and disappeared promptly behind quivering drapes. Just a few 
minutes passed before Mrs. Newsted hurried to us through the yard. She was a very lovely woman with 


chestnut hair and in a worn apron 


‘Oh, Jason, baby, you're already here!" She threw herself on her son cupping his face with her hands and 
kissed him on both of his cheeks. 


"Mom, please!" Such an open greeting full of mother's love made Nerdy become bright red knowing that | was 
watching them. 


"James!" The woman immediately shifted her attention to me hugging me tightly. | hugged her back. "It's been a 


while since you visited us, sonny. Oh, come in, come inl" 


She scurried in front of us and we took our gym bags and headed to the house. As it became clear, a 


preparation to some celebration was in a high gear. 
"Missis Newsted, what is this all about? Jason didn't tell me anything.’ 


"Your arrival of course! You visit us so rarely, me and your dad decided to bring here all our close friends and 


relatives and have the time of our life!" You could hear a true enthusiasm in her voice. 
"And | thought we'd rest from the fuss." Newsted said helplessly. 
"Come on, it sounds like fun!" 


| didn't expect it from myself but it inspired me. There were things to distract my eyes and mind. So as soon 


as | took a shower and had my things shelved in a guest room, | headed to the yard and helped with the 
preparations for the night party. Women set the table, the aroma of home cooking spread across the yard 
instantly whetting my appetite. And | was helping Mister Newsted to hang fairy lights that gave twilight in the 
garden more softness and holiday brilliance. Jason took out and set an acoustic system and put on some light 
dance music. | hadn't had an evening like that..it was the very first time that I'd felt myself at home, felt a 
family warmth, even if it wasn't mine. | just forgot my worries for a little while; | was just drinking, meeting 
with the Newsteds' very talkative friends and relatives. And one girl even engaged me for a dance. | wasn't a 
huge dance buff, | just didn't know how. But the home vine was so heady and the general amusement was so 
contagious and the girl was so lovely that | let myself relax. We were fooling around, circling around other pair 
on the dance floor, and | couldn't tear my eyes from her. Her soft goldish hair pleasantly tickled my shoulder, 
and when she pressed to me particularly close laughing, | smelled a delicate jasmine aroma, and her body ina 
cool white dress sparked desire inside me. It was a pleasure to feel her graceful waist in my arms. The girl's 
full breasts touched my thin t-shirt, leading my thoughts in a totally different way. Soon | understood that 
she was flirting with me. Her cheeks flushed because of the apple cider, dancing flame in the fireplace and 
closeness of our heated bodies. 


| laughed from my heart for the first time in a long period spinning her tiny pliant body across the improvised 
wooden floor. She threw back her head so deliciously trilling with laughter. Absolutely charming creature. 


It was no surprise that soon she took my hand and pulled me to the house, looking in my eyes invitingly. | was 
so drunk and so horny. was eager to feel closeness of a body by my side, so | didn't even mean to resist. All 
the more so everyone around us were so busy having fun that they didn't pay any attention to our couple. We 
almost run to my room. A passion inside me became unbridled. | kissed her mouth hungrily and fumbled 
assertively fine inflections of her body. She squirmed, opening invitingly her swan neck and seductive cleavage. 
We almost collapsed down on my bed, tearing off each other's clothes. | don't even remember where | threw 
her panties and where my t-shirt flew away. She repeated my name incessantly, driving me crazy with her 
moans. Yvonne appeared to be hot stuff, not a bit embarrassed with my passionate pressure. | went for her 
like a starved wolf for its prey. And she clung to me, melting with me in seamless whole. | was lost in 
sensations, gasping for air, hearing my own deep-chested growl as | was pounding into the body beneath me. | 
felt so good, | could see only the delicate line of the shoulder and golden hair that swept over the pillow. We 
sped up the tempo, drawing each other nearer to the peak of the ecstasy that washed over my spine and 


limbs in a flaming wave. And | thrust my hips a few more times, prolonging an orgasm. 
"Who?" 

This question caught me suddenly. 

"W-what do you mean?" | tried my best not to fall on her. 

"Who's Lars?" Offence rang in her voice. 


And | felt as if somebody had poured a bucket of cold water on me. How did she know about Lars? And why 
the hell she talked about Lars? 


"How do you." 
"You screamed ‘Lars’ when you cumming! Dammit.why am | so short of luck?.." 


She hurried to worm out from under me. And | gazed dully at the pillow immediately feeling myself tired and 


hollow. 
"Yvonne, I'm sorry. didn't want to - | didn't mean -" 


"So you remember my name after all?" She smirked bitterly while zipping her dress with haste and readusting 


her hair. 


"Really, I'm sorry.| didn't know why that happened. You're an amazing and beautiful girl.the sex with you was 
great, | -" 


"Well, l'm not complaining," she shrugged. "I wanted to fuck with you, and | got it. It isn't cool to fantasize about 


some guy instead of you, but -" 
"Not at all, Yvonne, it wasn't like that." | knew that my excuses sounded weak. 
"Just go back to your Lars, James. Or you can break someone's heart..” 


She went away before | came up with an answer. The shitty thing was that | didn't have any answer. Her 
words lashed me worse than slap in the face. Jeez, what an idiot | was. | felt disgusted with myself again. Fair 
enough. | messed up with Lars, messed up with Yvonne. With myself.. 


However, right after what happened | understood that | needed to go back to the Center and complete my app 
so | could talk to Lars normally and explain myself to Lars. Once | imagined his face, | knew that | missed him a 
lot. | was about to hit the road and go to work. He was probably asleep right now, nuzzling in his blanket..and | 


took a yearning look at the creased sheets around me. 


Chapter I 


Author's Notes: 
Well, let me know if you like it and if | have to post another one! Many thanks to my beta Augustinell! English 
isn't my native language, so she helps A LOT! 


| couldn't sleep at my place rolling from side to side on Sunday night. It had already become my usual condition 
| didn't fall back on yet another bottle of whiskey, because the moralizing voice of Kirk - by the way, we stil 
hadn't talked - pronounced in my head ‘You'll drink yourself to death like that, James. As if it was possible at 
all in that kind of circumstances. | sighed once again and lay on my back watching shadows on the ceiling. | could 
take sleeping pills, but then | wouldn't be able to function well at work. And as soon as | recalled my app, my 
bracelet that laid on the nightstand started to flicker and chirped piercingly. With a moan that sounded more 
like a roar of a wounded beast, | reached for the gadget. | had to narrow my lids when electronic vibrant light 
hit my eyes. | maximized a message window and saw that my smart-app notified me that the dictionary was 
done. | couldn't believe my eyes. It appeared that the last selection of gateways’ numbers - which | had thrown 
into it on Friday before my departure - turned out to be winning. | could compare it only with hitting the 
jackpot! The Babylon had been wandering through the network's hole according to specified coordinates and hit a 


whole goldmine of information, downloading it all weekend long. 


| started in bed and sat down sending to the app a couple of more requests and got a pretty satisfactory 


answer. 
"Hey, Vicky, turn on the light and make coffee." 


The robot immediately woke up from the sleep mode and winked cheerfully with her big eye reporting ‘Your 
coffee will be done in five minutes: | pattered with my bare feet to the kitchen, locking my eyes on the 
windows in my bracelet. Thousands of thoughts started to squirm in my head. But the main one eclipsed the 
rest - | had to teach Lars our language. It would resolve so many problems for him and me..but how? We 


could have make an interpreting bracelet for him, but it wouldn't be as useful as - 


Of course! God, | had been such a dumbass not thinking about it right away! | meant I'd thought about it even 


before creating the app, but it was a dead aim back then, ‘cause no one knew the language. 


In short, there's a slightly fusty system which could help with mastery of language by casting a person into 
sleep. It almost hadn't been used, because International Council decided that such methods alone wouldn't bring 
intellectual growth and that people were able to learn all the necessary languages by themselves. So this 
technique had limited application in emergency cases: for example, when a person lost their memory and they 
needed to restore their language skills, or in any other critical situation. But in nowadays’ world, such accidents 
had been reduced to a minimum, so that office was hardly remembered. And now, when my app had all the 


necessary properties, | could download it to that computer for analysis and find an essential frequency and 


volume of the native language, which Lars would learn literally in one night. Actually, I'd heard that you felt like 
you hadn't slept a whole week after such a night, but these were temporary difficulties. | was sure that we 
would be happy too when we're able to just talk to each other, when he was able to ask others and get needed 
answers. Wasn't it what Ellefson had been talking about?.. 


That idea made me so excited so | called Dickinson in the morning right before going to work He was quite 
amused by my enthusiasm and me calling him in the first place. However, he didn’t object to my idea. He 
commended me dryly and said that he would send somebody from the technical department to that room so 
they could prepare everything for my project. | couldn't tell if his voice was permeated with enthusiasm, but 
who the hell knew what Bruce had in his mind? It wasn't clear if he didn't give a fuck about my invention or 
just didn't like to praise me. didn't know, and | didn't want to think about it. The main thing was that | wasn't 


refused. 


eR 


| was already near the Center when it crossed my mind that | had to go see Alex. | couldn't wait to start all 
the preparations, but | didn't feel right about ignoring the poor guy who could lose his leg. So | made a sharp 
turn and crossed the road heading to the medical campus building. Fortunately | wasn't just a regular visitor, 
so | passed everywhere with my scientific card without any issues. | had to make a stop only at the reception 
to find out where he was now. | was surprised when | was told that he was transferred from the 
resuscitation department to the medical intensive care unit. Sounded like the life threat had already gone, and it 


allowed him to relax a little bit. 
Alex had been placed in a VIP-ward, which looked more like a hotel room, except for being sterile. He was very 
pale, his always stubbly straw-colored hair looked out-of-condition and a bit greasy..he had also become even 


thinner than he was. But he greeted me with such a genuine and pleasant smile it made my heart warm. 


"James! What a good surprise! Come in" He immediately squirmed in his bed trying to pull himself higher and 
sit more straight. 


"He, Alex." | sat in the armchair next to the bed surrounded by whole lot of apparatus, spreading their wires 


and other shit. "lm sorry, | would have come sooner, but | really had a deluge of work, so | just--" 


"| perfectly understand you and l'm glad to see you anyway.” There was a look of kindness about his face..| 
guessed one could hardly be angry with him. 


"What is this mess you made of yourself, man?" | slightly nudged his shoulder with my fist. 


"Oh, don't even ask.everything came out so terribly stupid, | don't even want to think about it” he lowered his 
eyes and shook his head. 


‘I've heard you have huge problems with your leg.but you look.not as bad as it said” 


"Everything really has been pretty awful" Wagner rubbed back of his head with his palm. "I thought I'd lose 


my leg..maybe even worse." 
"lm glad it went off all right.but how?" 


"I brought myself to an experiment. No one gave any guarantees, and | still don't know what will happen to me, 


but for now everything promises to be better!" 

"What kind of experiment?" | propped my chin with my index finger. 

"When the question of.of cutting my leg off came up--" He paused on it, swallowing. | perfectly understood 
him; it wasn't easy to put up with something like this. "| had been told about some Experimental subject, that 


appeared recently in your laboratory. 


And my heart hit my skull with a sound of gong. | knew what he was about to tell me, and | felt sick What if- 


-| tried to hold my emotions under control; | had to hear first what Alex would tell me. 
"All in all, there is a special substance in his colored patterns, a kinda fluid that has - as it turned out - 
extraordinary recovery properties. It doesn't mean | could grew a new leg, but when they injected it into my 


joint - the tissues stopped rejecting the implant!" 


"How cool is that! And how much of it did they inject into you?" It took a lot of effort to me not to dart off 
of the ward. 


"About ten cubic millimeters in the joint and near the bone. Is everything alright?" It seemed like Alex noticed 


my frustration. 


"Yeah, sure..'m really happy for you, Alex. Get well soon, your interns are tired of waiting for you." | managed 


a smile, patted his hand and stood up. 

"Do you really need to go yet?" 

"Yeah. gotta go.l'm late and Dickinson will yell the shit out of me." 

"Nice to see you, James! Say hi to the guys!” 

“Sure. See you later!" 

Finally | closed the door behind me and rushed to the Center so fast | almost got hit by an experimental 
oximobile. | didn't greet the security guys, just poked the card into gates without being able to get it in place. 
Eventually | managed to fight the gates and the pass, swearing like a trooper, and tore along to the elevators. 


Somebody called me but | didn't notice and jumped in the elevator. The only thought that was pulsing in my 
mind was what they could do to him. | didn't expect anything good knowing how Mustaine's group had messed 


up with him last time. | hoped it wasn't that bad.. 


It lasted forever till | finally reached A-125. | was already about to punch the code when the most cherished 


voice in the world sounded behind me. 
"J'ames!" Worry and excitement mixed in his soft tone with an accent. 


| turned around sharply and saw him walking down the corridor accompanied by Scott and Charlie (they worked 
together as always). They couldn't expect he would give a jerk and run to me. | believed they didn't use force 
only because they already were perfectly aware of the situation, so they knew whom he was running to. 


Though their fingers were quivering tensely near their holsters. 


| found Lars in my arms in a few seconds. He literally rammed at me nearly knocking the hell out of me and 
pressed himself to my chest, holding me tightly. | was stunned, smiling as an idiot to the light-brown top of his 
head that eased under my chin. My arms embraced his slim frame and | stroked his hair drawn back into a 
neat ponytail. Staff looked at us funny passing by. But! only needed to send them one menacing glance and they 
immediately lost any interest. But most important was the fact that he was alive and didn't lie motionless in 


the ward, and he was really glad to see me. Finally he looked up at me and cracked a small smile: 

"Jeg troede, du aldrig ville komme." 

"Hey." | smiled back and slightly poked his nose tip jokingly, making him squirm funny. 

"Hey, James." The guys decided to drew attention to themselves. "Shall we go? Will you get him to the ward?" 
"Sure, you can go, guys." | even smiled them sincerely. 

| placed my hands on his shoulders and lead him to the room, and he kept snuggling up to me as if | might run 
away from him. As the door closed behind us, he turned to face me again and pinned me to the floor with his 
worried look. He searched my face with his eyes slightly gathering his brows in concern and started talk a mile 


a minute: 


"Jeg er ked af, James. Jeg var så gal på dig .. men .. Jeg mente ikke, at! Jeg var bare i chok .. og så pokkers 


træt .. De gjorde forfærdelige ting til mig, og jeg syntes at du skulle hjælpe mig!" 
| saw he was very nervous, fortunately | had the wisdom to click on my bracelet to record his speech. 


"Så jeg tænkte, at du kunne være i fare også Den mand, der greb din arm .. han så ikke nice overhovedet. 


Maske du blev truet .. Jeg tænkte over det hele weekenden lang. Og jeg er så ked af at være så egoistisk" 


When | knew he wouldn't continue | hit pause and ordered to the app to translate what he had said. The 
electronic voice retold me Lars' testimony in an emotionless tone, and it grabbed my heart painfully. Poor kid 


was worried about me, he thought | was in danger..damn, even | couldn't find any reason to excuse myself, but 


he did. Why on earth did he still have faith in me? 


| gently caressed his cheek with my fingers, and then inclined a bit to catch his lips with mine. | savored that 
kiss, | had been waiting it for so long..and for the first time he returned it to me willingly. His hands pressed to 
the back of my neck to pull me closer. At that moment | thought that this very tongue of his was way more 
important than his mother tongue. My arms slid to his waist, holding him tighter, not willing to let him go. 
Though it made him flinch and whine in pain. | loosened my grip and passed my hand along his back, feeling 


already familiar bandages on his lower back. Right. Alex's miracle recovery. 


It seemed he got angry with himself when | moved away immediately. But | took his hand and led him to the 
bed, offering to lie down. He became sad but lied on his stomach. | untied strings of his gown uncovering his 
inwrought body. The guy squirmed uncomfortably in embarrassment or distrust. The pattern on his back was 
slightly red, disappearing under the tight bandage. That color brought some really nasty memories..| bent so 
the ends of my long hair touched his sides, making him laugh. Aha, someone was afraid of tickling.| had to 


remember that just in case. 


| touched his bare skin with my lips where the bandages let me. He gasped, sagging slightly and gripping edges 
of the pillow with his fingers, and moaned my name so drawlingly | almost came. | swore to God, he'd drive me 
nuts! | liked how his patterns occasionally changed their red color into light-green, giving me to know that he 
felt really good. My jeans felt too tight at the mere thought of it. | couldn't imagine how it would have ended if 


it wasn't for an incoming call that gave a start to both of us. 


| smoothed my hair down and answered. It was no other than Bruce-Bruce himself. He told me he was waiting 
for me at his office to give me some instructions about organizing of this linguistic session. | said I'd be in five 
minutes and hung up. | really had to hurry up, it was better not to provoke Dickinson today. So | texted rapidly 
in Babylon ‘See you tonight, don't get bored and made the app speak it in Lars' native language. It's a pity | 
didn't have enough time to feast my eyes with an amused expression on his face. He babbled something in 
reply, pointing at my bracelet, but | really didn't have time. | just pecked him on the temple, laughing, and ran 


away. 
KKK 


Dickinson didn't tell me anything new. Well, | didn't expect anything new anyways. He just talked to me, found out 
my plan of action and made sure | knew what | was doing and that | wouldn't damage The Exemplar in any way. 


| was even touched by that tender loving care.he better have said that to Mustaine's group.. 


For what it was worth, he remained satisfied with my answers, complimented my acumen, mentioned in passing 
about a reward and reminded me that | had to work late tonight. Pfft, | was perfectly aware that | had to! The 
process of learning would happen during Lars‘ sleep and, more importantly, it had to be natural sleep. Hence | 
would need to wait till the end of the working hours and stay here..maybe even for the night. Well, | didn't 
mind. Finally | could spend the whole night near him. Seriously, it was more than enough to me for now. We 
hadn't had so much time together approved by the boss himself. That's a pity | had to make Lars sleep and 


not vice versa.. 


The rest of the day passed in puzzle-headed work, and | even almost forgot to have lunch. Of course | caught 
neither Jason nor Kirk in the canteen. Well, | couldn't say | was keen to. | just gobbled up some food, drank 


coffee almost in one draught and run back to my ‘land of Nod: 


Assistants had already prepared everything and now were cleaning up the place to make it sterile. Some of 
them were calibrating the apparatuses; all in all, everything would be fine by the night. And | started to upload 
the app to the main computer of this linguosomnological laboratory. It wasn't an easy task at all, | must say. | 
had a hard time forcing it to accept a sixth language when everything had been set up to five languages only. 
But | managed. And now | just had to reprogram a few ports in my computer to connect both of them in case 
one of them would misbehave. So | went to my office. And spent there another hour; | only came to senses 
when it was 4:30 pm. | double-checked everything and rushed to the laboratory in anticipation. 


When | came in, there were not only two assistants but Lars. My heart sank when | saw him lying in that 
same specialized bed. The idiots had restrained him again for some purpose; | guessed he hadn't been eager to 
lie there. A few detectors had been secured on his head. The lines on his body had such a dark shade of black 
he seemed fractured. | could see even from the door where | stopped that he was trembling violently. Fuck, 


fuck, fuck! 


"Wha-what the hell you think you're doing?!" | yelled, making everyone startle. "You scared the shit out of him. 


Now how am | supposed to make him sleep after that?! Get out!" 
The guys hesitated, exchanging looks. 
"Didn't | make myself clear or what? Get the fuck out or I'll write you up and demand that you all be fired!" 


They didn't keep outwearing my patience and made an exit, muttering something under their breath as they 


banged the door. 
"Stupid motherfuckers." 


Lars looked at me with huge eyes trying to understand what was going on He stopped trembling so hard, 
probably thinking that | came to rescue him. | had to exhale deeply to shake the anger off. | approached the 
bed and unfastened the straps which restrained his arms and legs. 


Lars let out shuddered breath and was about to get up, thanking me. However | stopped him gently with my 
hand asking him to lay back. He looked confused. So | quickly recorded him a message on my bracelet and the 
app translated it. The black color immediately slithered from his pattern fading to smoky-gray. He still couldn't 
believe that this time he wouldn't have to suffer some horrible things and that the whole procedure wouldn't 
harm him. But he agreed to lie down and tried to relax when | assured him that | would stay with him and 
wouldn't go anywhere until he woke up. Well, | would have to spend the night in the armchair, but it didn't 
bother me at all. Now my priority was to make him relax and get to sleep. When he found out that thanks to 
my app we would be able to talk, he assailed me with questions, but | had to interrupt that stream, explaining 


that he was making his brains work even harder and that meant he wouldn't fall asleep. | needed another half 
hour to explain to him that I'd answer all his questions tomorrow morning when he'd be able to listen to me 
and understand what | was saying and answer me in my language. Judging by his eyes he hardly believed me, 


but he quieted down, looking hurt. 


| sat down, pulling the chair closer, and almost lay my head next to him, petting in light touches his cheek- 
bones, temple and soft hair with my fingertips.just examining his face. | guessed he couldn't sulk with me for 
too long, turning his head so our eyes met. | slipped my free hand into the pocket and pressed a button on the 
remote that controlled the light level and made the room shadier. It even started to look more cozy, as much 
as that was possible. | just lightly stroked Lars' hair with my hand, hoping that this tender, monotonous 
movement would make him sleepy. And a simple tune formed in my chest and | started to humming it to him. 
The green eyes that looked at me so attentively became drowsy, and their heavy eyelids could hardly stay 


open. 


At least an hour passed until | managed to cast him into the first sleep phase. | had to keep resting my hand 
on the top of his head, because as soon as | tried to take my hand off him, the monitors showed an increasing 
cerebral activity and that meant | could just shake off his slumber. 


My body became numb while | was seated in that pose waiting for the deeper sleep phase. 


But that was worth it.l was lost in admiration looking at him asleep. He snuffled silently through slightly open 
lips. His face, free of its worried expression, now seemed even younger. If | wasn't afraid of waking him up, I'd 
kiss him. But it could wait. Tomorrow we would be able to talk normally, and now it was time to take the 


matter in hand and to sit down with the computer.. 


